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      The pressure of my hand against her back is nothing compared to the pressure of her existence trying to slip beneath my skin.

      I’m the Commander. Ordering her, or any of my small team, should be easy, but as I ride hard at the head of our convoy, her body draped over my stallion’s withers, nothing is easy.

      Rising to the challenges left when Lithael murdered my mother, accepting that I must fight for a crown that I never wanted, following Mother's cryptic instructions, all of it sits heavily.

      Mother adopted Lucif a few hundred years before she found my broken body and gave me shelter. Lucif is Lithael’s father. Lithael wears the crown. But we have never been siblings or allies or even friends.

      None of this was supposed to happen.

      She should have known better, but it’s impossible to know what realities that woman had seen.

      Impossible.

      Like facing my own death – which I was all too willing to do – because accepting my impending death made it easier to suffer through life.

      That was before my eyes met hers. Their grey depths make my power arc and reach from within my fiercely guarded core. Searching. Hunting.

      My insides spark – mine.

      And that’s dangerous.

      I will deliver her to the bonded quarters, calmly of course, and without a hint of this charge inside me. She will stay where I put her, somewhere that they scrub dishes in the basement prep-kitchens, and I will wipe my boots clean of this whole experience.

      Then I can breathe, focus, and life can go ahead as planned. A neat, organized, and completely impossible plan that will probably get us all killed.
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      Shade, you are screwed, I admit to myself.

      And not just a little bit. My collar is in the Manor Lord’s furious grip, and I’m very, very screwed.

      Alfie and Bella could have gotten into mischief in the kitchen where Lord Martin rarely sets foot, but no, of course not, not those two. Two jars of wholemeal and one running-flour-fight later, the immaculate rose garden that forms the Manor’s formal entrance now looks like a snow-cloud’s tissue.

      It’s pretty.

      Made even nicer by the fact that it’s pissing Lord Martin off.

      Which wouldn’t have happened if his Lordship didn’t have Cook on her hands and knees, scrubbing the sitting room floor, and me outside the garden walls with a scrubbing brush and a bucket of soapy water, fine detailing the rough brown stonework. The stones! Every servant is scrubbing or polishing something, and we have been for days. Whoever the Lord is expecting to ride up that road is either rich or royalty.

      Lord Martin lets go of my collar, but I’m frozen in place, no more than an inch away from him. The scent of burnt tobacco assaults the back of my throat as he slaps the empty flour jars from my hand. They shatter on the ancient cobblestone path, and he glares at the broken glass like that’s my fault too. My fault, and now he’s trying to decide which fist is going to get the pleasure of bruising my face first. My heart wants to rip through my chest – it still wants to get out of here – but I push every bit of my energy into holding myself in submission – holding my mouth in submission and keeping my tongue quiet. Because my mouth has a mind of its own, but right now, that would make things oh, so much worse.

      His gaze brushes down past my eyes, over my cheeks, and comes to rest on the point where my collar opens to reveal skin. I feel it and hate it, clamping down the urge to vomit or whimper – or both.

      “Tell me again that it wasn’t your fault. That you didn’t let those kids ruin my garden. Go on, I want to hear it. Say the words again,” he lets the order out through snarled lips and a half-smirk of pleasure.

      “You want me to say the words again?” I ask, almost rolling my damn eyes because I’m going to get myself killed.

      He reaches for the black leather whip tucked into his belt, and I cringe – ready for the blow.

      “I’ll chain her up, Sir,” Jake says, appearing out of nowhere to grab the back of my tunic.

      I’m yanked back so hard that I’m stumbling out of the Lord’s reach before either of us know what’s happening.

      For a few breaths, the time it takes Jake to drag me from the roses to the high stone wall around the kitchen garden, Lord Martin doesn’t move.

      “What are you doing?” I hiss at Jake, while trying to get my footing and, in a weird way, trying not to get my footing.

      Lord Martin is a man who enjoys inflicting and observing pain. The more it looks like I’m in distress, the less chance he’ll storm after Jake with a second-wind of fury. Jake needs to be in the Lord’s good graces, just the same as I do, and he shouldn’t be sticking his nose into my punishments.

      Shouldn’t – but is.

      He’s a servant like me, raised in the soot. We have each other, but that’s about it since his mother died. Popular theory is that the Lord was the end of her; not sure how, but it probably involved a whip.

      Now, stupidly, Jake steps in for everyone, even Cook, and that woman can wield a rolling-pin like a deadly weapon. The beating Jake gets for testing Lord Martin’s patience is so much worse.

      As Jake drags me back through the crumbling arch of the kitchen-garden’s high-stone wall, I get a last glimpse of Lord Martin shaking off his hesitation and surging after us.

      “New plan,” I gasp. “Just throw me on the ground and laugh.”

      “If I put you on the chain, it’ll be over,” Jake says.

      “No, he’ll target you instead!”

      “I can handle it.”

      “I know you can bloody handle it,” I hiss. “I screwed up, Jake, so I’ll take the punishment.”

      “Not happening, Shade. You can’t have everything your way,” he mutters.

      “It’s okay, Jake, it really is. I know you’re not thinking straight because I kicked your ass at darts last night,” I say. “You chuck like a child – that’s not your fault.”

      The words escape my runaway mouth, almost as background noise. Everything in me is focused on the empty gateway in the stone wall and the scary-ass Lord about to charge after us.

      Any minute now.

      That’s how my brain works, I think to myself. Twisted inner dialogue and random runaway thoughts while my mouth takes matters into its own hands.

      “You have to live long enough for me to take back my trophy,” he says, pulling me between the second row of vegetables.

      I almost laugh – no one here has ever beaten me in darts.

      “You know I’m grateful, right?” I say, but before he can answer, and before Lord Martin comes around the corner, I elbow Jake in the back of the ribs.

      He drops his grip on my shirt, and I crash to the ground, letting out a fake yelp of pain. I ignore the accusing look in his bright eyes set against dark skin; we can argue about this later.

      “No, Jake,” I cry. “Don’t hit me.”

      Jake is bent slightly over the top of me, trying to recover from my bruising. I take the opportunity to crawl backward toward the kitchen door and the thumping-great wooden pole that stands tall next to it.

      Lord Martin snickers, taking heavy steps into the garden and around the raised timber beds.

      Before he can get to me, I inch my way toward the wall and use it to push myself to my feet. There’s genuine fear on my face when my eyes lock onto Lord Martin’s.

      Jake laughs, an echo of something deeply humoured that he’s begun to perfect.

      “Get out of here, boy. Go whip those kids.”

      Music to my ears.

      They’ll cry out, but it will all be acted. Cook will paint their hands with a reed dipped in beetroot juice, and they’ll make themselves scarce for as long as it takes.

      Jake hesitates, but with a sharp wave from the Lord, he takes the hint and gets out of here. Lord Martin’s eyes, or what little of their bloodshot color I can see in the creased-with-anger slits that are left anyway, bore into me.

      A single iron cuff hangs from a length of chain connected to a wooden post that protrudes from the Manor’s stonework. Built into the design of the home hundreds of years ago, just for this purpose.

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? You think I’m going to chain you and walk away?” he asks, stepping closer, leaving barely a handspan between us.

      If he hits me at this distance, my head’s going to bounce off the wall that’s already pressing a stone pattern into my back.

      “Not this time,” he draws out the syllables, a slow sneer tracing his lips. “Not this time. This time, I’ll tie you down.”

      The words stab into me, and I don’t dare breathe for fear I might actually begin to bleed.

      “I have plans for you. In a year, you’ll know the difference between mercy and hell. I will be your mercy, girl, and whenever you hear music, you’ll thank me for rescuing you.”

      I have only a second to piece together the music he’s growling about – the minstrels pass through in the next few days – but that’s it before a bell sounds, short, sharp rings that signal someone is riding along our road. A hard, echoing tone that almost makes me sag with relief.

      Lord Martin grabs my wrist and shackles me to the post with quick precision.

      “After,” he says, mostly to himself because he’s already turning toward the rose garden.

      When he gets to the gate, he lets out a loud growling sound, as if he’d forgotten the complete mess still there.

      “Clean this up!” he hollers, as he disappears from sight.

      One breath.

      Two, I inhale.

      Three, exhale.

      Four.

      I relax enough to peel myself from the stone wall. My left wrist is locked in the chain tethered above my head. As a kid, my feet hung off the ground, and I would try to wedge my toes in the stonework to support my weight. Grown to my full height, and perhaps my full lifespan at a total of eighteen-years – because over my dead body is Lord Martin getting me undressed tonight – I can stand here with my feet on the ground. My wrist and arm, however, are still fully extended above my head. A gardener was once left hanging here for five weeks; the man’s shoulder seized, and he couldn’t move it at all by the time he was released. So, Lord Martin had him hung in the top field.

      As was, and is, the right of the Lord.

      I wrap my fingers around the chain, using it as leverage, and the wall as footing. With a jump, push, and swing, I perch on top of the timber support with the second-story wall at my back. My wrist is still heavily chained, but rests in my lap in a vaguely comfortable way. Watching other people suffer has this weird side effect of teaching a person how not to suffer.

      And the view up here is fantastic, but whoever is on their way here isn’t in my field of vision yet. The dominating feature, past the road and the first fields, all of the way, way, way back, is the Enchanted Forest with the barest sliver of a waxing moon almost lost in the blue sky.

      Enchanted Forest. How original. They couldn’t call it the permanently-shrouded-in-spooky-green-mist-and-smells-like-death-when-you-get-near-it forest. Or the dangerous-shit-escapes-from-in-here forest. Or the considered-cursed-because-it’s-the-only-place-that-didn’t-burn-in-the-great-fire Forest.

      Nope, they make it sound like something out of a bedtime story.

      Lord Martin’s estate is the closest settlement to the Enchanted Forest, and we’re still half a day’s hard ride away. Being this close earns the Lord yearly compensation from the King, plus an exemption on all taxes, and since we haven’t had any trouble come out of there in years, it’s a deal that makes this estate very rich. The last thing to step from that forest was a wieldron, a stupidly big flying-cat thing. I’m not sure what keeps them from coming out again, though it could possibly be the mist.

      “You –” Cook chides, leaving the kitchen to pluck a head of lettuce from the garden, “– should know better by now. Stop watering that Seed of Trouble.”

      I watch the old woman brush through the overgrown mint, then past the tangle of jasmine on the wall. I’d much rather be amongst the scents down there than chained up here.

      Chomp, the short brown mutt, chases after her, sniffing at her fingers before giving up and disappearing through the gate.

      “I’m naturally amazing, and don't need a Seed to bring that quality out.” She tsks at me so I switch tactics. “Besides, Seeds aren’t even real.”

      “Child, my great-great grandmother talked of Seeds, and I knew better than to question my elders.”

      “Okay, so maybe I’m not amazing, and I’m definitely mortal, so don’t expect anything magical to come from me,” I tell her.

      I’m sure if I had a Seed of Trouble, a magical ability to find mischief wherever I go, I’d do more with it than take the punishment for a flour fight.

      She tutts. “Soot-servants keep their heads down and their hands working.”

      “The world is changing, Cook. I heard they knighted a lady in Fairlarn.”

      “Lord Martin isn’t going to knight you, child. You need to focus on being a valuable soot and stay hidden. Always,” she adds, flicking her hand in a signal that I’ve always translated to ‘get yourself lost.’

      ‘Go on, get. Stay low. Stay out of sight. Don’t come out again until the Manor Lord has slept off his rage.’ Not really something I can do while chained up, but I guess the idea is still the same.

      “I’m getting too old for that, Cook,” I tell her. “Too old for running.”

      “Child, if you’re too old at eighteen, then I’m ancient. Patience, you’ll find your place in the world.”

      “Besides, I don’t want to be knighted – I want to be the queen,” I say, complete with an evil laugh.

      She huffs again and strides back into the kitchen.

      “Don’t go watering that Seed. Stick to the shadows and the shade. One day, you’ll understand that rhyme,” she grumbles, before shutting the door.

      “You’ve never told me the rhyme. Just the shadows and shade part – just my name,” I say.

      I’m convinced there is no rhyme.

      To be honest, I’ve never been any good at staying out of people’s way – at staying hidden in the Manor’s shadows or the garden’s shade. It’s a saying for old women to heed, and Cook knows it drives me mad – that’s why she says it.

      I have tried to keep myself out of trouble. Tried and failed.

      I’ve got this failing thing down to a fine art.
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      Four horses and a cart finally weave their way into view along the long dirt road. Not an impressive noble’s carriage, just a cart. It doesn’t even have a driver. The horse is plodding along between the four riders, old and worn out and not a hint of wanting to run off in the short chestnut’s eyes. The cart is uninteresting. Open with a flat bed that’s covered in crates.

      We don’t get many visitors, and the way Lord Martin has been carrying on, I was expecting the King himself.

      I wasn’t interested in the arrival of the King, but the arrival of four unassuming riders that have the power to turn Lord Martin inside out with panic, that’s interesting.

      The riders are all wearing hooded cloaks, the kind that button from chest to waist and flare out over their saddles. The hoods are deep enough that their faces are lost in the darkness. Their mounts are all different, one dapple-gray, one bay, one chestnut, and one black. But all of them have the same brand on their flanks, a series of four points, like four arrows, nested next to each other.

      The procession moves straight past the main gate, not even acknowledging its existence, and pulls to a halt at the back gate. The kitchen garden gate. Here I am, chained to a pole, surrounded by two dozen well-maintained garden beds and a wall to keep the rabbits and sheep out. And there are four badass looking people climbing off their horses on the other side.

      They dismount, step into the garden, and toss back their hoods.

      Gods.

      Or what gods would look like if they ever cared to walk around this part of the world.

      That’s all I’ve got.

      These four are gods.

      Well, not actual gods, I don’t think. I imagine those are kind of sparkly. These guys are just hot-as-melted-chocolate and give me goosebumps – which is not my normal reaction to anyone. So, if not gods, maybe some kind of mythical creatures.

      They walk single file into the garden, each one a few paces behind the other in too neat an order to be random. Maybe it’s their perfect neatness that makes me look at them in turn, cataloging each one like I would bulls ready for market, in reverse, because for very obvious reasons, the last guy catches my eye first. Everything about him screams nightmare, helped by the still raw-looking gash clean across his face. All of the way from the left side of his forehead, over his nose, and down onto his right cheek. It’s hard to look past that detail, even if everything else about him is flawless, from the depths of his dark eyes to his mountain-crushing size and the way he walks like the world is going to get out of his way. The guy is scarred – yes, but he could never be considered bad looking.

      In a quick flurry of movement, the third guy tugs off leather riding gloves, flicks back his cloak, and stows them in the inside pocket. Flurry isn’t even the right word, that makes me think of a snowflake. No, Three has the same kind of quick grace as a snake when it strikes. His face narrows down to a manicured mo-beard combo, and lips that look pleased about something even though he’s not smiling. Like the universe will bend to his desires, and with hair like that, it probably does. It’s dark and long, and not scruffy long or needs-a-cut long, but any woman would be jealous long. I didn’t even know someone could pay enough money to get silver strands put through their hair.

      They don’t say anything as they move through the garden, and it’s a little unnerving just watching them. I wouldn’t say they’re sneaking around, the way Four walks is more like thundering, but clearly they came here with a plan.

      A plan that the second guy looks ready to break. He bounces on the balls of his feet as he moves, like the whole world is a toy he can’t wait to play with. His intense blue eyes scan the garden with child-like mischief which softens his I-could-smash-you size. Running a hand through his short hair, hair that shimmers with a hint of gold, and looking like he’s deliberately stepping on the mossy stones lining the drain. I think slipping over would actually entertain him.

      The guy in the lead glances back, giving Two a stern look, complete with tense jaw and narrowed golden eyes. Two steps back into line, all without any of them breaking their pace.

      One has broken my concentration though – or my brain – his very existence makes it hard for me to breathe. So, something must be broken. Maybe the air. Air broken.

      I mean, there is still air, it’s rustling through the garden, teasing Three’s long locks into tiny knots, but it doesn’t dare touch One’s short dark hair.

      He swings his gaze across the garden, then settles his attention on the kitchen door.

      I find myself leaning forward, trying to get a better look at them.

      Stop it, I tell myself. Bad news, that’s what I’m looking at right now. Bad news with really, really good looks. Intense, break a girl’s heart, good looks.

      Which is the weirdest thing I’ve ever thought while sitting on top of Lord Martin’s torture post, and adds to my theory that there is something otherworldly about these guys. Like a magic spell or something. Is there such a thing as get-drunk-without-drinking magic?

      Does Cook have a Lose-Your-Inhibitions-Seed in one of her great-great-grandmother’s stories?

      That’s how I feel, slightly giddy and way too curious.

      Between them, they have multiple swords and a few bows. Which means they’re wandering in through our kitchen garden with more weapons than our estate’s whole armoury. This is a pretty uninhabitable part of the realm, but that’s a lot of muscle that they’re walking around with. Wherever they’ve come from is a lot more dangerous than here.

      They’re practically underneath me when Three looks up and notices me for the first time. He cocks his head a little to the side, a crease of either confusion or surprise pulling across his brow. Or maybe that’s just the sun in his eyes… except, the sun is in my eyes, not his.

      Yes, Shade, he’s looking at you.

      As if on cue, the rest of them stop and stare up at me.

      Four is the first to drop his gaze again, disinterested. I adjust my weight, just a little, but enough to inadvertently make the chain hanging from my wrist clink. Four’s gaze shoots sharply up again, and he looks scary-satisfied with what he sees. Not smiling – not sure his face even knows how to do that – but there’s something in the creases around his eyes that make him look pleased.

      However, One is far from pleased, and his frown deepens into the look of someone calculating a reaction that is not going to benefit me at all.

      I hold my breath for a beat, then realize that while he looks like he’s planning something, he hasn’t moved to do anything about it. So, I lean a little further forward, letting my legs hang down either side of the timber for balance.

      “How’s it going?” I ask.

      I sound like an idiot.

      I’ve made trips into town, to get supplies or to sell stock. I’ve had conversations with people I’ve never met before. But four flawless guys dressed in finer clothes than even the Manor Lord owns, and looking like they exist for a higher purpose – nope, I’ve never spoken to these kind of strangers before.

      Two runs his fingers through his hair, shaking off the stalemate between pissed-off One and pleased Four, then offers me a blue-eyed smile.

      “Enjoying the view?” he asks.

      He jumps lightly onto the edge of the raised garden bed, then takes a long stride to step from one bed to the next. The man’s as nimble as a cat. A really big cat that obviously has a deal with gravity – because it’s got little effect on him.

      He’s still not as tall as I am from my torture-post vantage point, and he has to stand on tiptoes to try to see my view.

      “Oh, yeah. Can see the whole world from up here,” I say, but halfway through my sentence, One sharply clears his throat, the kind of noise that hints at an order, and Two hops down from the garden.

      He bounces a little on the balls of his feet before stepping back into line.

      “Stop playing with the mortal,” One says.

      “The mortal heard that,” I mutter.

      Two chuckles, but not at me – at the way the guy in the lead stiffens. Like I’m grating on his nerves. And here I thought I only annoyed the crap out of Lord Martin.

      “Locked up, not deaf,” I say, giving my chain a hard shake that fills the garden with a clunky-metal tune.

      One’s posture hardens. Which doubles my heartbeat, I never thought someone’s posture could go from stiff to hard. And there’s no returning to smiling from this end of the feelings for Shade spectrum.

      “Get the damn remnant,” Four growls, pushing through the group.

      And he’s scary when he growls, he’s freaking scary when he’s not growling. He sidles up next to One, but Three hangs back – watching and observing with a kind of curious look on his face.

      I’m about to argue that I’m hardly remnant of anything but getting my ass kicked when it dawns on me that I have nothing to do with what they’re after. As Four pushes through the garden beds, his attention on One, I shuffle out across my support beam to lay flat on my belly.

      “What’s out there?” I ask Two, nodding toward the world, because these four sure don’t come from this realm.

      Wherever they breed guys that stop the breath in your throat, it’s far away from here.

      “Enough, peasant,” Four grunts.

      I let my eyes rest on his, determined not to look away and determined not to look at his scar. His irises are black. Might-be-about-to-kill-me black. And as soon as that crosses my mind, it’s really hard to keep my cool.

      I smile big at him, too big, faking-being-calm big.

      “No, can’t you see? I’m a pheasant,” I say.

      Am I nuts? Who calls themselves a pheasant?

      My mouth and my head have never really agreed on much. Usually they disagree loudly and at awkward times. Like now.

      Two makes a coughing noise, tries to hold it in, then gives up. Grabbing his belly, he laughs so hard he has to sit on the edge of the garden bed.

      One growls, getting his comrade back into line with the deadly rumble, then he looks up at me, really looking. Running his gaze from my probably dishevelled blond hair – it was pulled into a tight band, but I don’t blame it for becoming a disaster after the morning I’ve had – down my plain and poor clothing, all the way to my boots hooked around the wooden beam as I try to keep myself from falling. Then he pulls his gaze back to mine. Not just looking at me, like Jake does when he says hello, and sure not glowering at me like Lord Martin does, but really trying to see who I am.

      A noise, almost a grunt, escapes from Four, as if he’s asking a question. As if he’s trying to fight his way into our locked eyes.

      One rests his hand on Four’s shoulder in response, but his attention remains on me. This isn’t anger, like I had thought. This is something else, something…

      I lose that train of thought the minute his lips part and sound rolls off his tongue.

      “Ask her what she’s doing up there,” he says.

      Immediately, Three repeats the question, “Do share what it is you’re doing up there?”

      There’s a pressure to his voice, deep and hypnotic and drawing me in. The man hasn’t moved from his casual stance at the back, right next to the broccoli.

      My mouth opens, everything ready to tumble out, when a little figure dashes into the garden.

      Alfie. All of three years old and covered in flour.

      Alfie, tiny, scared, and probably still running from Lord Martin’s wrath. And Lord Martin  is undoubtedly on his way here right now. Storming up behind the kid while these four scary-ass men are in front of him.

      I lift my weight off the pole, pulling my feet underneath me. Poised. Calculating my chances of launching from here and kicking at least one of them in the head. Not Two – he seems nice. But if scary-ass Four moves in Alfie’s direction, I’m going to discover real quick whether the rumor that dislocating your thumb can get you out of shackles is true or not.

      Four turns, completely facing me as if I said something to get his attention – which I didn’t. He balls, then flexes his fists, each knuckle audibly cracking.

      Like he’s ready to fight, or is even challenging me.

      “You, first,” I say.

      Poor Alfie is still too close, confused and frozen by the gate.

      So, I’m not relaxing until the big guy with the scar backs off. I’m also not going to be the one to start the fight – I’m pretty sure I’m too scared to do anything that stupid.

      Four stops clenching his fists and kind of smiles. Whatever is going through his mind softens his features and makes me question why I thought he was going to hurt the kid in the first place.

      “Be gone, child,” One’s order cuts through the tension.

      But he doesn’t look back, just waves his hand.

      Alfie turns tail and runs off, safe. Good.

      Now I’m back to being alone with four guys staring up at me. I lower my weight onto the beam. My heart slows.

      “What are you doing up there?” One repeats.

      Right, I was being interrogated – I remember now.

      Shade, answer with something respectful...

      “I’m waiting out my sentence. Kids having fun is against the Manor’s laws,” I blurt.

      Shut up, I tell myself.

      Lord Martin has to be marching this way right now, from some unseen direction. I can’t risk him hearing me say things like that.

      “Fun?” Two asks.

      I try to shrug it off – personally, Alfie and Bella’s mischief has not been very fun for me or my prospects for a future, but that’s not something I want to get into a conversation about.

      “What kind of fun?” Two presses.

      “Not pissing-in-the-lemonade-bottle type fun,” I assure him.

      He seems like the type to swap out lemon juice for urine, and I know from experience that watching horrible people unknowingly drink their own pee is rather satisfying.

      But I’m not going into the details of how I know that trick works, with him. He’s laughing too hard to hear me, anyway.

      “I’ll make her talk sense. You do want to cooperate,” Three says, the light catching the silver in his long hair.

      Two urges wash over me – to get down, possibly even in the beg-for-mercy position, and to tell him every-damn-thing he wants to know.

      Unquestionably. Again. All this guy has to do is talk – and I obey.

      “No. No need,” One begins, stopping me – and I hadn’t even realized I‘d swung a leg over to climb down.

      All four of them turn sharply toward the gateway into the rose garden, their movements coordinated. If any of them even thought about drawing a sword, I’m pretty damn sure the rest would follow so closely it would be like watching the Soot day battle-dance in Drayden. Precision and perfection.

      I have enough time to wonder what has caught their attention before Lord Martin bursts into view.

      “Welcome,” the Lord declares, trying to act like a delighted host.

      But I know Lord Martin, and he looks scared.

      “We’ll eat first,” One says.

      Lord Martin swallows hard, wiping away the sheen of sweat on his forehead. It’s odd to think of the man cowering inside the Manor, in a closet or something, but that’s exactly the impression I have right now.

      My jaw damn near drops open at the idea.

      “In the dining hall,” Lord Martin says, like it should be obvious.

      Four grunts, but it’s One who answers, “In the kitchen.”

      That’s it. Decision made. They march into the kitchen without waiting for the Lord or his opinion.

      Which sets the fear in the Lord churning into something much darker.

      Two glances up and winks, before stepping inside.

      Does he want me to get my ass kicked?

      Lord Martin sets his anger in my direction, his features tight with the effort of reining in his temper.

      Yep, I’m going to die.

      Lord Martin marches inside, the kitchen door clicking shut almost too quietly. I lean back against the building once more. Muffled sounds escape from below, which I can only guess are Lord Martin trying to assert control and Cook freaking out about the guests suddenly in her domain, but it soon settles.

      Just me and my view once more.

      At least I can breathe again.

      The Lord always chains my left wrist, leaving scar tissue from years of failing to free myself. I’ve learned not to struggle. Not physically, anyway.

      So I’m just going to wait here patiently until I’m unchained – and work out the rest after that. As long as I can outmaneuver him, and keep my human shield status for those I love – occasionally even Jake – then everything will be okay.

      The kitchen door opens, and the first guy steps out, flicking his hood up over his head and moving purposefully down the path. The other three follow him, all with straight faces. They’re walking in the same order, which strikes me as funny.

      Cranky, almost stomping – One. Two – with a playful bounce in his step. Long-haired Three, and scarred and scary – Four.

      “Have a safe trip,” I say, before I’ve thought it through.

      Because of course, Lord Martin is the next person to step through the door. Without hesitation, he scoops up a fist-sized rock and launches it at me. I try to duck out of the way, and manage to dislodge myself off the beam instead. My fingers wrap around the chain in mid-air and barely save me from breaking my wrist as it pulls tight with a sharp jolt.

      I’ll break my wrist for Alfie, but not for Lord Martin.

      My feet can’t reach the ground at this angle, and I swing like a pendulum into the Lord.

      He has me by the throat and pinned to the wall in a heartbeat.

      It might be my last heartbeat. His normally bloodshot eyes are so red I expect them to catch fire.

      “You,” he begins to say, his sentence cut short when he notices Two is standing right beside him.

      “We’ll take her,” Two says, each word calm and confident.

      Lord Martin gasps out something incomprehensible, trying to take as big a step as he can away from Two, while still holding onto me. I try to keep the black spots from my vision, but the lack of air is making that hard.

      Two shrugs, as if trying the idea on for size.

      “Yes, we’ll take her,” he repeats, and he’s bloody smiling.

      Lord Martin’s hand on my throat tightens. His other hand balls into a fist and comes hurtling toward my nose.

      Then – stops.

      Because Two has caught it, without losing the smile from his lips. He begins to squeeze, and Lord Martin’s face contorts in pain.

      One, with his golden eyes looking murderous, steps up on Lord Martin’s right. My throat is released, and Two lets go of the Lord’s fist.

      “She’s worth a lot of money,” Lord Martin stutters.

      I try to back up, but I’m flush against the wall. As grateful as I am that I can breathe again, no one is taking me anywhere.

      I can deal with Lord Martin – I will deal with Lord Martin. But who do these four guys think they are?

      One looks from me to Lord Martin, then lastly at Two – who takes that as an invitation to, almost playfully, step into the Lord’s personal space. Making Lord Martin take a very big step backward. Next to these guys, the Lord looks like a steer meeting the bulls for the first time. Oh, Martin has bulk; he can hit hard and throw things harder, but Two is like a mountain next to him.

      A mountain with bright blue eyes and too big of a smile, considering this whole situation.

      “We’re taking her,” Two says, winking at me.

      “No,” I manage to gasp.

      This can’t be happening.

      “Yes,” One counters.

      And I get the feeling that whatever he does next is purely because I just challenged him.

      Wasn’t my intention.

      “No,” Lord Martin shouts – forcing the word out loud and full of desperation.

      “Oh, but Lord Martin, how kind of you to gift her to us,” Three interrupts, his voice deep and hypnotic.

      He doesn’t move any closer, doesn’t even look at the Lord, but the effect is undeniable. Lord Martin’s eyes glaze, and he steps back.

      “Of course, please accept my gift,” he tries to say, fumbling for both the words and the ability to breathe.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I gasp out – gasping only because I was just being choked and not because I’m way out of my depth here. Even though the choking part ended ages ago. “And I’m no gift.”

      One grabs the chain, linking his thumb through the edge of the shackle, and clenches it in his fist. The thing disintegrates. Crushed to dust. My mind’s struggling to comprehend it as Two grabs me by the waist and tosses me over his shoulder.

      Guess I am going with them. Not much choice when I’m being carried down the path and toward the gate.

      My body slips into submission. My mouth is stunned silent, and my head is spinning.

      “We can argue about this later, mortal,” Two whispers.

      I’m too busy watching One punch the pole and break it almost in half, shattering loose several of the stones that were holding it in place.

      It’s gone.

      I mean, sure, Martin is still alive and he’ll find some alternative, but Alfie will never be chained with that chain to that pole.

      My insides hum with the knowledge.

      The other three fall into a single line again. Four hesitates, his coat pulled back and a rather nasty looking curved blade ready to be drawn, but Lord Martin just stands, dumbfounded.

      Two marches up to the cart and basically tosses me into it.

      “Stay,” he says as the other two offload a heap of boxes onto the ground in a quick coordinated system, before the men mount up in a flurry of cloaks.

      They’re on their horses before I’ve made it onto my hands and knees and begun planning my next move.

      Crap, what should my next move be?

      Lord Martin is stuck between scared-shitless and angry-as-bralls as he walks gracelessly to the gate and bows goodbye to his guests. Jake rushes over with another servant, Pete, and they begin to haul the crates away. Pete’s head is bowed, avoiding eye contact, but Jake’s thoughts are unraveling in his gaze. Me, the surrounding dead fields, the Manor Lord, the four big guys, me.

      He can’t help this time.

      I pull my lips back into my best faking-it smile and point with my chin, ‘you, get your work done,’ my look says. Because if he can’t help, then he damn sure shouldn’t make things worse.

      But I don’t linger on Jake or Lord Martin. One of the badasses, now known as my kidnappers, makes a clicking sound. With that command all of the horses, including the cart horse, kick up into their fastest gait.

      We’re leaving, and we’re leaving now.

      Cook’s standing in the kitchen doorway, a dropped tea towel on the ground beside her feet. The moment is so fleeting that I almost miss her gesture. Just a flick.

      ‘Go, run, hide,’ she’s saying.

      Heartbreak and fear threaten to flood through me, but I clamp those down.

      I rub my throat and try to stay sitting, but the cart’s movement is too sharp, and I’m jostled down flat, nestled between the two remaining boxes.

      Being grateful should be on my mind, and if it were Jake who’d stepped in, I probably would be – as well as terrified for him – but these guys are strangers, and I have no chuckin’ clue what to do now.

      Lord Martin is going to shake off whatever magical spell these guys just threw at him, then he’s going to be pissed. The only thing worse than stealing from someone is doing it right under their nose.
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      The cart slows, everyone returning to a walk, and I manage to pull myself upright again. My heart has settled to normal, and my head has stopped blindly freaking out – now freaking out in planned directions.

      I’ve decided that step number one is – figure out these guys.

      Kidnappers.

      Whoever they are.

      “Drayden,” Four grunts.

      He’s got the kind of gravelly voice that puts emphasis on sharp words in a way that turns them into sentences.

      It sounds like he’s saying, ‘We’re leaving her at Drayden.’

      Because these guys sure don’t live there, nor can I imagine that they’d have business there.

      I snap my head around to glare at him. “You can’t, it doesn’t work that way. Lord Martin owns me. They’ll drag me back to him and all that unfolded a minute ago will be like sweet chocolate compared to the Lord’s reaction if I dishonor his good name by showing my face in Drayden. I can’t see an ideal solution to this mess, but I’m not letting the authorities share their opinion on me first. People in power are assholes like that. I need to go straight back to the Manor. I’ll walk,” I ramble, barely managing to get my tongue under control.

      One growls, overtaking Four’s scary-scarred-grunting demeanor, then fights to contain it. I stare at One, expecting to see teeth. The sharp-pointy-beast kind.

      “Technically, we own you now,” Three coos.

      “Show me your papers? Because if you leave me in Drayden, anything short of a letter of release is going to put me back at the Manor.”

      “This isn’t up for discussion,” One says, once his growl has settled enough for words to get through.

      I point sharply at Two, “You told me we’d discuss this.”

      “And we are. This is a discussion, right?” he throws the question at Three.

      “Yes, the very definition of it,” Three says.

      “And I’m ending it. The mortal has had her say, now make her shut up,” One growls.

      “You picked the wrong servant to kidnap if you were after someone who can keep their thoughts to themselves,” I say.

      I wish I didn’t just say it, but I did. Just opened my mouth and antagonized the guy, like all common sense was left at the Manor. I try not to let my eyes widen with shock, especially with Two laughing loudly. He’s clearly having fun, which makes me want to punch the guy in the guts. Nothing I just said was funny, and One doesn’t look amused.

      “You’re losing your touch, brother,” Two says, looking straight past me at One. “The mortal is more scared of that old man than you.”

      Three rides up closer to the cart.

      “Let’s change the subject. Whatever choice we make, we will not be putting you into a worse situation than we just took you out of. What is it that you do?” he asks, angling his chin a little as he smiles down at me, his long dark and silver hair falling forward. “I’m sure your purpose at that manor is a story worth sharing?”

      Heat rushes up through my body. I could slap myself in the face, that’s how crazy that reaction is. Someone talking to you should not make your heart race. Someone looking at you should not make you lose your breath. I shimmy myself across the cart, a respectable distance from the man. His eyes flash for a moment, like I’m amusing. Everyone thinks I’m so damned entertaining, and all I can think is that this is so many kinds of wrong.

      Sure, in a crazy dream, I might have put myself in close proximity to a hot guy. It’s actually more likely for me to dream about the cart as a getaway vehicle for the Manor kids or the forest as an escape destination – and those things are chuckin’ crazy too. Chuckin’, because that’s exactly what Jake does to a dart when he gets pissed that I’m winning and gives up trying.

      Chuckin’, because that’s what I do to a dart if I stupidly decide to test out lady luck using my one and only slice of bread as a wager. Soup isn’t the same without bread. It’s a few degrees worse than crazy.

      Which leaves me in close proximity to four hot guys and also in a cart slowly moving closer and closer to the Enchanted Forest. While I was keen on renaming it dangerous-shit-escapes-from-in-here, truth is I haven’t seen anything come out of that place since I was a kid – which means the scary things are still inside. A place I’d rather not be.

      I struggle to pull a sentence together and answer the guy’s question.

      “Ah, my job?”

      “Yes,” he draws the word out seductively. “Your job?”

      “I’m really good with soap and bubbles,” I manage, trying to hide how much hard work that sentence was.

      Three smiles again, sitting up straight in the saddle, letting his horse slow and the distance build between us.

      “So, she’s useless,” he says to his companions. “Mostly.”

      Useless!

      “Well, what do you guys do that’s so amazing?” I snap.

      Four just grunts, and the others don’t say anything.

      “What if I guess?”

      “You’ll never guess,” Four says, or grumbles. His voice is a kind of constant gravelly tone – I wouldn’t call anything he’s said ‘talking’.

      “I’d like to hear her try,” Two says.

      “Plumbers,” I declare, waving at One. “You shout the orders. And...” I wave at Three. “You sweet talk the mistress of the house into paying double the price. And...” I wave at Two. “You carry the tools and you...” Lastly Four. “You –”

      “If you’re about to say he digs latrines, then I’d stop,” Two cuts me off. “I mean, I’d love to hear you say it, but you might not live.”

      I swallow hard. “Okay, not plumbers. You weren’t at the Manor for long enough, anyway. I can probably cross off midwives, and you’re not Martin’s minstrels either… I have it – you’re debtors. You’re still the sweet talker.” I wave at Three again, and he gives me this knowing smile in return. “And you’re definitely the muscle.” I point at Four.

      I’m about to tell Two he’s probably the distraction, but One’s sudden movement takes all my attention.

      His horse surges forward, pulling in close to the cart. My heart rushes up into my chest again, which it is doing way too many times today. A smart person would have shut their mouth hours ago. I can do that with Lord Martin. Lips sealed in pure fear and good common sense – most of the time.

      Why can’t I do that now?

      “Tell her to sleep,” One orders.

      “You’re pretty tired. How about some sleep?” Three asks, the hypnotic silken texture of his voice slipping under my consciousness.

      I sag to the floor of the cart, vaguely registering how uncomfortable I am before slipping into nothingness.
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      “We can take her into Drayden,” Two is saying. “It’s only a quick detour.”

      “What I said,” Four grunts.

      Technically I’m awake, but my body is heavy, and I don’t think I could lift my fingers if I tried, let alone sit up. So maybe I’m technically sleep-listening. Which gives me a rush of guilty pleasure, like eavesdropping on Cook when she puts a grocery order in – which inevitably leads to being the first to get my hands on the meager portion of chocolate that she has smuggled in. Actually, that’s an understatement – because even if I fill my mouth the minute it arrives, I still only take my share.

      This is more like if Lord Martin were to order chocolate, and I was to intercept that and eat the whole damned thing. Yes – much better analogy.

      No – I currently don’t have chocolate, and this is an eat-all-the-damn-chocolate kind of moment.

      “It’s not a quick detour,” One says. “There, and back, we don’t have the time.”

      “Or we can keep her,” that’s Three’s silky voice.

      “Not your pet, Allure,” Four grumbles.

      Damned right, I’m not.

      “Logan brought in three mortals last phase. We can take in one,” Three says, and it should sound like an argument, but coming from his silky voice it almost sounds like he’s complimenting himself on his plan.

      “Logan is pushing the dignitaries, pushing the boundaries. I want to watch that – not become a part of it,” One says.

      “We already have servants,” Four rumbles.

      “And there’s that,” One adds.

      The cart lurches a bit to the left. Someone just climbed up into it. My heart threatens to punch its way through my chest, but my body stays limp.

      “Logan brought those girls in for amusement. She could be amusing,” Two says, his tone playful.

      No, I could not!

      “Not your toy, either, Seth,” Four says.

      “I need a new toy,” Two-Seth drawls. “Come on, Darkness. You haven’t had someone new to play with in a decade. You’d enjoy the fresh blood too.”

      Blood! My blood!

      Everyone goes silent.

      “Commander, command,” Four rumbles.

      “If we leave her in the mortal realm, we will be giving her back to that dick,” Seth says, his tone low – such a complete contrast to the joking and the teasing that I’m not even sure it was Seth speaking.

      One, the Commander, growls loudly. It sounds a lot like a growl of agreement, but equally like the kind of growl something with big teeth lets out before hunting and killing something much smaller and weaker. Me. I am definitely the smaller and weaker of this equation. With a fresh rush of fear, feeling begins to seep back into my body, trickling over my chest.

      “Are we taking her?” Three asks, eager.

      “We leave her at the bonded-quarters,” Commander One grumbles.

      “They’ll assign her to someone else,” Three protests, and now he’s disappointed.

      “Good,” the Commander says. “And no more talk of Logan.”

      “Commander Logan,” Four says, and he’s not saying it to compliment the guy.

      Someone chuckles, followed by a shuffle and a thud that rocks the timber floor underneath me. Whoever was on the cart just hopped off.

      “Not for long,” Commander One says. “I’m working on that plan as soon as we have a mission that gives us privacy and time. We can’t let the border go down.”

      Feeling reaches my fingers and toes. I give them a wriggle, take a deep breath, release, inhale, and start to sit up.

      We’re stopped right in the middle of a cross-road. The Drayden – Hirana – Manor intersection. Beyond that is the Capital, about a week’s ride. I could possibly walk there in a month.

      The four guys are standing under the only tree. One with his back to me and his arms crossed. Seth crouched low, and stabbing something on the ground with a stick. Three resting back against the tree trunk, and Four standing with his arms folded. He gives the horses tethered to the back of the cart a glance, but his gaze doesn’t register me, huddled low behind them, at all. I shimmy to the edge of the cart and slip to the ground.

      “Seth,” One says – his back still to me. “Logan is off limits. You don’t touch him. You don’t even touch the things that belong to him.”

      “I won’t get caught messing with him,” Seth says.

      “I don’t think you’re allowed to do any messing,” Three says.

      “Logan is off limits to you, Seth. You are forbidden – do not touch Logan,” One commands.

      My insides recoil from the words, the tone, the weight that bores down with each syllable, as static rushes over me. Power.

      My soul grabs at it, enjoying it and fearing it at the same time. The order is tainted with some kind of magic – and he’s not even talking to me.

      “Okay,” Seth says, his arms up in submission.

      “Leave the cart for the merchant. He said he’d collect it by nightfall,” One says, reminding me that I was trying to make my escape – before I stopped to drool over the guy’s voice.

      There isn’t really anywhere to run. Maybe, if I had ever had anything to do with horses or riding, I’d consider one of their mounts worth stealing. But I haven’t. So it’s flat land and open pasture – or the cart itself.

      I crouch down and crawl backward. It’s just a flat-bed cart. Two axles, four rough looking wheels, and nothing else. Feeling each crunch and thump of the guys approaching as a ticking clock, I wedge my feet on top of one axle and pull my upper body up to rest over the other. Facing down toward the dirt and dust of the road.

      My plan – these guys see I’m gone and decide to ride for home, because little-me is not worth searching for. Then I get back as close as I dare to the estate, sneak in once it’s dark, and wake up tomorrow like nothing ever happened…

      Okay, that’s not going to happen. Lord Martin is going to be pissed off, but pissed at me is better than pissed at everyone else because of me.

      The first set of boots reaches the side of the cart, then stills.

      “Well, she’s gone,” Three declares.

      “Trust you to lose her,” Seth says, stopping beside a horse, then swinging himself into his saddle.

      “Killian?” the Commander growls.

      Silence, except for the creak of leather and stomp of a hoof as someone else mounts their horse.

      “Under the cart,” Four grunts. “Woke up a while ago. Didn’t think you’d care. She’s not scared enough to be stupid.”

      “Bet she’s scared shitless of you, though,” Three says.

      Four just grunts – like he actually knows the answer.

      The Commander’s head appears under the edge of the cart, long-haired Three bending to stare at me from the other side.

      “You are coming with us,” the Commander says.

      “We really should let her choose,” Seth suggests.

      I nod vigorously, but the Commander just rolls his jaw with pent up frustration.

      “You have two choices,” Three says. “And one of them isn’t that Manor. So, do you want to go to Drayden?”

      I shake my head just as vigorously.

      “Good, then you’ve chosen to come with us,” Three says.

      “Out. Cold. Now,” the Commander orders.

      And with each word, my world collapses. My brain obeys, and my body falls to the ground. Hard.

      Inwardly, I groan. Outwardly, I’m like a lump of rotten pumpkin. Nothing but mush. I can feel my cheek pressed flat against the dirt and the dust swirling in my nose. But I can’t even twitch my eye under my closed eyelids.

      Which is not okay. I am not agreeing to this knock-me-unconscious-on-command thing they have going on. First Three, with his smooth-as-silk commands, now One, with his orders-that-can’t-be-disobeyed.

      I claw at the command and manage to hold on to a thin sliver of consciousness.

      A hand grips my arm, rolling me over and dragging me across the dirt before picking me up.

      “Seth, she rides with me. You’re already too attached,” Commander One says, and my weight’s passed up to him.

      For a second, I feel like I might be getting cradled up like a baby, but I don’t have that kind of luck. Nope, I’m draped tummy down over the horse’s neck. One’s hand is firmly on the small of my back, pinning me in place.

      When the horse lunges into a canter, my head smacks against its shoulder, and my weight bounces into the air. I come down with my stomach thumping on the horse’s withers. Moving might be impossible, but feeling is not.

      It is nothing compared to an encounter with Lord Martin, and for the first few hours I convince myself I can handle it. But the hours keep ticking by, and the men keep riding hard.

      Some kind of revenge is in this Commander’s near future. Snakes in his bed? Mud in his boots? I’ll think of something.

      Something that stinks as badly as the air around me does. Air growing thick with the scent of death.

      Power slams into me. Not into my body, but into my being. And not slams like hits, but slams like smashes me into a million pieces and leaves the world black.
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      When I stir awake, I’m in a bed in a bloody big dungeon-like room full of about twenty other beds.

      I leap to my feet, but aside from a tender stomach – courtesy of the horse ride here – I’m in one piece.

      In one piece, that’s the important thing. The next most important thing – I’m still fully dressed.

      I turn in a complete circle with my mouth wide open. It’s literally just a stone room with a crap ton of beds lining the walls and a path down the middle of them. There’s a single shelf above each bed, and each person has a small collection of items. A few pictures or books, a ball, a knitting project. That’s all the personality in the room.

      Girls of all colors, shapes, and heights are getting up – but there’s not much difference in size, and even on Lord Martin’s low food budget I still have more curves than most of these women. Women built straight up and down, like saplings.

      They’re all in the same kind of age bracket too, close to my age or a tiny bit older. No one looks under eighteen or above twenty, but that sort of thing can be hard to guess.

      “Hey, you,” a girl says, catching my absolutely confused attention by elbowing me in the ribs.

      She’s wearing a plain white sleep shirt – same as everyone else in here – and pulling her hair up into a ponytail.

      I run my hands over my own locks and snag the band from a matted knot near the base of my neck. Thank you, Cook, for giving me the type of haircut that breeds knots. Shaking it free, I pull my hair back into a tight bun on the top of my head.

      “Over there,” she says, waving toward a tall woman with a ledger in her hands.

      I get the hint, walking purposefully against the crowd to the woman.

      “You,” she snaps, lips pulled to one side, like my existence just ruined her day.

      “Shade. My. Name’s. Shade,” I counter.

      “You came in during the night,” she says, not reacting to my words at all.

      “Night? No –” I’m about to protest that it was mid-morning when I left the estate, Commander One can’t have knocked me out for the whole day, and a whole night – that’s a scary long time. But she interrupts me.

      Then my stomach growls, hard.

      “It feels like two,” I mutter.

      “It probably was, if you were on the soot side of the border,” she says.

      My jaw drops and she just stares at me until I manage to pick the thing back up off the floor.

      “I’m not happy about it, either. My job is to make sure things get done right,” the woman tuts. “And mortal soot being dropped in here in the middle of the night is wrong. We consider being a servant an honor – especially a servant here.”

      “I’m good at being a servant,” I assure her.

      “Good,” she says slowly, mimicking my earlier tone. “Is. Not. Going. To. Cut. It. We have to be the best.”

      I cross my arms over my chest and just stare at her.

      Inside, I want to tell her that my standard for good shits all over her standard – but unlike when I’m with those four assholes who dragged me here, I can currently hold my tongue.

      “Well, there are worse fates,” she finally says, but I’m not sure if she’s referring to my fate or hers.

      I don’t tell her that I’m awesome at being soot – I just never realized there were servants who are not soot, and by the sounds of it, not mortal either. But I hold my tongue about all of that too.

      Partly because there’s a chance Cook could be right about the whole Seeds and magic thing, and whenever there’s a chance Cook could be right, I need to listen.

      “Okay, where is here?” I ask.

      She shakes her head, then drops her gaze to the ledger in her arms. A thin stack of papers that have been fixed to a stiff board to make it easy to work with while carrying the thing around. “Your new home is the bonded-quarters of the White Castle, but the world out there is Silva. Not that you’ll ever see it. What you will see is hard work. Those boys might have been the old Crown’s sons, but they mean nothing to the new Crown. Just because their Elite asses dropped you in here doesn’t mean anyone is going to like it. Half the Masters in this castle still revere them – the other half do not. You don’t want to be in the middle of any of that.”

      “Great, let me out of here, then. Just point me in the right direction.”

      She completely ignores me, again, marching toward the exit.

      “I don’t want to be here, you don’t want me here, so just point toward Desayer Realm.”

      “You didn’t have a say in this, did you? Where exactly did those boys snatch you from?” She stops her sharp walking long enough for me to see that her dilated pupils are bordering on horrified.

      “Nowhere great, actually,” I reassure her. “ And I guess they didn’t technically snatch me, more like acquired.”

      “You’ll get three meals a day. One day off a month. Fresh clothes and bedding, always. The showers are hot, and you’ll sleep safely every night. Don’t try to run off – I feel the need to warn you because the mortal world is a pretty safe place. Silva is full of everything that can kill you. They’re all big, angry, fighting for profit or territory, and eat meat. It takes teams of Sabers to keep this kingdom and its species and magic from ripping the place apart. I think you’d last a few hours out there, and it’s days and days to the border by foot.”

      Which is a pretty compelling argument.

      “After your fifty years of service, you’ll be paid – in gold. Silva currency is gold coin, and I imagine that will still buy you anything you want in Desayer Realm. You just have to live that long. Even without encounters inside Saber bedrooms, soot do just seem to die before their fifty years is up.”

      “Fifty years?” I gasp, clinging on to the slightly more hopeful information. What good is the promise of gold if it’s fifty years away?! I force that idea into my back pocket. Something to puzzle over later. A safe bed, even without the pay, might be better than anything waiting for me on the other side of the border.

      Except Jake and Cook and… but none of them need to see Lord Martin whipping me unconscious the minute he lays eyes on me. Which he will. Especially if it takes me a week to walk back there.

      “Okay,” I begin, swallowing over the dryness in my throat before continuing. “What do you do here? Serve your Crown?”

      “No,” she says, her voice an audible frown. “We serve three kinds of people. Sabers, Elite Sabers, and Masters. It takes a twisted soul to serve the Crown. Sure, your pay packet is triple – if you survive.”

      The hall grows quiet as the other servants file out of here, and Ledger-Lady turns to walk behind them into a long, dark and quite damp hallway. We pass open doorway after open doorway, the rooms inside almost completely black, and I find myself turning in circles, trying to get a good look in each one.

      “They’re all the same. I’ve never had a soot before, plenty of Silvari servants but no soot. I mean, mostly your kind get dumped in the sections that work the suites. If Logan brings someone in, he wants them to be in his rooms as his play thing, and not scrubbing dishes.”

      I’m good at scrubbing dishes. My family all happened to get the Taridan Flu and had the fantastic luck of not surviving it. I don’t remember much, just Cook arriving one day and carrying me back to the Manor. It was probably a few hours by horse, if she’d had a horse. She didn’t, and she carried me through the night.

      I started washing dishes that morning.

      Ledger-Lady leads me up a sharp set of stairs, taking them one at a time but practically at a run.

      “Logan didn’t bring you in. You should feel lucky about that. But the Elorsin brothers are their own kind of trouble. Roarke was known to bring back a girl or twenty every night, a few decades ago.” You wouldn’t think she was running up stairs the way her voice remains even. “Before my time, but the dignitaries banned it. That boy’s not allowed a girl in his room, on account of them never coming out alive. Perhaps they’re testing the waters with you. Seeing how the dignitaries who run the castle are going to react.”

      “They’re what?” I demand, my mind still lost on the part about one of the boys killing the girls that he’s had in his bed.

      I bet it’s Four. Four’s definitely scary.

      I try to stop myself from thinking about that.

      “Forcing a servant is off limits. Quick unexplained deaths get overlooked. And if you consent to something that carries the risk of death, then it’s your own fault,” she says.

      She’s walking so fast, I’m practically jogging to keep up.

      “What’s counted as forcing?” All I can think about is how I was unconscious on command – twice.

      She shrugs, her relaxed shoulders a contrast to the furrow on her brow. “That’s a blurry line. I’d probably say yes – personally. The Elorsins are soul-melting, and I’m Silvari – which makes me a lot stronger than you. So I’d probably say yes and I’d have a good chance of surviving.” She has a dreamy tone to her voice for a split second before she snaps back into serious boss-lady mode. “Denying Saber requests is also against the law. That’s what we’re here for. To serve them. So if you see the Elorsins coming – maybe run the other way.”

      “Wait,” I say, grabbing the woman by the arm.

      She dusts at my fingers as if they’re dirt. As if I’m dirt and she’s dusting me off her lovely, clean, pressed and perfect white shirt.

      White is not a color they should put on me. My current attire of dark brown sleeveless tunic, stockings, and boots, wasn’t terribly clean even before it was passed on to me – two years ago now.

      “So, the rules say that if one of the guys makes a move on you, you have to let them?” I ask, an out-of-breath-from-climbing-a-million-steps gasp in my voice.

      She chuckles then, but not like she’s actually amused by my words, more in the ‘I pity you,’ kind of way.

      “If they ask you to wash their feet, you say ‘yes’. Get it?”

      Three more stairs and we step out into a hallway. One whole wall is a sheet of frosted glass, flooding the place with light. The other wall is still stone, but it’s been painted white. White clothes, white walls, what is it with the white?

      “Does it happen often?” I ask.

      “Being asked to wash feet? Depends on the Saber.”

      “No, I mean the guys asking servants into their suites.”

      “It’s rare. I mean, some of them see servants as sport, but the way their Seeds react to other Seeds makes us less fulfilling. Unless they enjoy watching the life get sucked out of a person.”

      “Seeds, like the real magical kind?” I ask.

      “Whenever you hear Seed, think power. Magic. Soul. That kind of thing. Do you have Seeds on the other side of the border?”

      “No, just stories.” Ones that Cook was right about all along. “Does Logan have the type of Seed to suck the life out of a person?” I ask.

      She nods, then frowns.

      “Logan’s worse. Every woman he’s with dies, even the Elite, even before he got the calling and arrived here. His sister was said to be the same, before the rumors of her vanished. There’s only so many times that can happen before the dignitaries call a stop to it. He’s still new around here – at least that’s why I think they’re waiting and not acting yet.”

      Silva – this weird-ass realm I’ve ended up in because I opened my stupid mouth and started a conversation up with a chuckin’ Elite who has a crappy sense of humour. A realm that isn’t even on the map because the only thing on the map is the enchanted forest.

      She continues. “Those of us without Seeds are just plain Silvari – those with Seeds are Sabers, and all up there are almost four-hundred living here at the White Castle. Sabers are in teams of three called triunes. Except the Elorsin team of four – a tetrad. There are no teams of five, they’re a fairy tale, and if a triune loses a member, they get disbanded, so no teams of two either. Training is mandatory while they’re here, they do classes and hit shit too, and they can be sent on assignments without warning…”

      She trails off, maybe because all of my features have begun to melt with information overload.

      “Ah,” is all I can manage.

      “Look,” she says, as she turns to look me in the eye. “I don’t know what the rules were for servants where you’re from, but here, we have few rules to protect us and a great many to control us; they don’t make our service years easy. I don’t have time to explain them all to you.”

      And she’s off again. The hall’s empty, but she makes no attempt to slow down on my account.

      “If this is the White Castle, does that mean your Crown lives here?”

      “No, the White Castle is for Sabers.”

      I rub at my temples and try to come up with something from my world that might be similar.

      “Are these Saber triunes like military units of mages?” I ask.

      She laughs her pity laugh again, making our second sharp turn. Finding my way back is going to be hard.

      “I guess. Mages do have bits of this magic, but they’re not the same thing. They kind of craft magic. The powers that Sabers have are particular to certain families, certain bloodlines, and they are that power. Always.”

      She stops sharply in the middle of a hallway that looks exactly like the rest.

      “Then I know four of them with full grown trees of asshole magic,” I mutter. “Did you just laugh?”

      She slams her mouth shut and straightens her back.

      “You did, didn’t you? You just laughed.”

      She levels her hazel eyes on me, and I realize for the first time that she’s really pretty. Like really, really pretty. If her hair wasn’t cut to bob around her face and her features weren’t tight with stress.

      “Bathe, then report to the Saber dining hall kitchens.”

      She pokes a thumb at the door behind her, then turns on her heels.

      “Wait, what’s your name?”

      “Clara. I run the morning shift for the Saber kitchens. If you get lost, look for the ledger,” she says, not even looking back as she shakes the ledger in the air. “If in doubt, get on your hands and knees, put your forehead to the ground, and stay there until the Saber has left. Simple.”

      “If in doubt,” I say under my breath, pulling a Clara face. “Get on your hands and knees and let the Saber do you up the –”

      The door next to me swings open, and I jump back out of the way before I’m smashed into. Two male servants walk out backward, pulling small carts loaded with cleaning supplies.

      One of them looks at me, frowning.

      “Aren’t there any Soot men?” the guy on the left asks his friend.

      They’re close to my age, straight up and down like they never get a second helping at dinner.

      “Saber women don’t suck the life out of us whenever they go into a temper. The Saber males do, and they like fresh meat and new playthings.”

      “There’s a few that like man-meat,” the other guy counters. “Tan, Rynal, Roarke, Tatum –”

      “I’m not meat,” I cut in. Or a plaything. But they’re already walking down the hall, pushing the carts in front of them. “Fine, where’s the ladies bathroom?” I shout after them.

      “Unisex bathrooms,” one of them calls back.

      I stare at the door accusingly, like it’s the bathroom’s fault that there could be naked guys in there… and I have to go in.

      I’ve seen nakedness before – on kids, on myself, occasionally on the other female servants when we bathe, but it is my least favorite form of… anything. It’s uncomfortable, and it makes me vulnerable.

      But if there’s only one bathroom, then… there’s only one bathroom.

      With a deep breath, and my eyes squeezed shut, I barge in. Opening my eyes one at a time.

      Empty.

      The room’s like a storeroom with shelves down two walls. Towels and itemized stacks of clothing fill them. The lights are a calming dim, and the walls are painted in a dark brown, almost chocolate color.

      Mmmm, chocolate walls.

      Instead of taste-testing the walls, which I remind myself several times is a very stupid idea, I inventory the rest of the room.

      At the far end there are two doors. One with a picture of a hole and the other with a picture of falling rain drops.

      At least that’s easy to understand.

      I grab a towel from a shelf and walk tentatively toward the shower door.

      There’s no noise, no water running, voices, movement, or other obvious signs of life in there, so I barge in and dash past ten showers in two neat rows and into the cubicle at the very back. I hang the towel in the gap where a proper door should be, but where there is absolutely nothing. No curtain, nothing.

      The towels are nice and white, but that’s probably because servants do the washing. They’re far from thick or fluffy, and they’re not very wide either.

      But there’s nothing I can do about that.

      I can picture it now, my first day on the job, and I organize a protest, naked servants running through the palace demanding more coverage from their towels. A shiver runs over me – nope, not even in my imagination can I picture a bunch of naked bodies.

      I turn in the small cubicle, shimmy off my tunic, stockings and boots, and kick them just outside, where I’m hoping they’ll stay dry. The boots refuse to move, but the clothes go sliding across the floor.

      There’s only one tap, and luke-warm would be an overstatement, even though there’s a slight burn as it touches my skin. Almost cold water shouldn’t burn, but it does cover for the lack in temperature. I fill my hands with water and sip from them, instantly gaging on the bitter-burning flavor, and spitting it all over the place. I try unsuccessfully to wipe the taste from my tongue. It’s similar to a squashed ant, if I were stupid enough to taste one, and crushed leaves. Yep – that’s high on my list of things I never want to put in my mouth again.

      “Yuck,” I mumble, holding my tongue.

      Whatever they’ve added to the water isn’t designed to make the servants smell or feel good; they just want us somewhere beyond ‘clean’.

      That’s one way to get a girl out of the shower in a hurry.

      I flick the tap off and snatch my towel down right as the main door slams open and voices flood in.

      “Tournament’s been called for this afternoon,” a guy says.

      Because the bathroom is unisex. Suck it up, Shade. You can handle this.

      Someone flicks the water on in one of the shower cubicles closer to the door, followed by a female sigh. There are girls in here just getting all naked and showering with the guys!

      That’s beyond my powers of sucking it up.

      “The Elorsin brothers are back,” a guy says.

      “I was wondering why Logan is storming around the halls. He used to watch their tournaments before he was called. I had money on him getting into the arena as soon as possible,” one guy says.

      “He’s not strong enough yet.”

      “I have money on Logan’s sister getting the call, challenging the Elorsins, and winning,” the girl says.

      “They’ll never let the women and men tournament together. The tradition is too old. It doesn’t matter which Dignitaries are for it and which are against it. Besides, has anyone heard new rumors on Kyra?”

      “Nothing new. But even the Elorsins are worried about her. When she gets the call, we’ll see the Elorsins bleed,” a guy says, sounding a little like he’d rather not see them bleed.

      Half the room laughs, chuckles, or exclaims in one way or another that that will never happen.

      More showers flick on and I risk a glimpse out of my cubicle. My body is shaking, and it’s not from the cold.

      The path from my cubicle to the door is clear. Everyone has stepped inside their own shower cubicles. I reach down and snatch up my boots, which are all I have time for, then dash for the door. Full pelt, trying not to catalogue the things I’m seeing out of the corners of my eyes, and failing.

      Hairy ass, penis, black ass, more ass, bush, argh!

      I hit the door without slowing and slip, gliding across the floor to thump into one of the shelves, which breaks, and the clothes fall in a heap all around me.

      I grab at what looks like a shirt and pair of pants and am out the door and into the hallway before my brain has kicked into gear.

      A hallway full of people.

      The door slams shut behind me.

      Don’t these people have something to clean?!

      A whole lot of eyes turn toward me, a few creased in laughter, but most just in shock. I struggle to grip the bathroom door handle. Of course my fingers would malfunction when I need them most.

      The knob turns, the door opens, and I back through it, not wanting to take my eyes off the people – so many people. When the door swings shut, it seals out the noise. Leaving me in the empty room. A broken shelf and pile of clothes on the floor to my left. Neatly stacked towels on the shelf to my right. And my back to the doors into the toilets and showers.

      It takes me a long moment to recover and finally take a deep breath… then drop my towel. I don’t even want to look behind me in case there’s someone there – because I’m too hungry to stand around in a towel all day.

      I shimmy into the pants, which are about my size, and the shirt, which is definitely a size too big. Then my boots.

      The shirt’s white, the pants are white, and my sun-tanned skin stands out in both. It’s only once I’ve stepped out into the hallway, this time without making everyone gasp at the sight of me, and begun to hunt down the kitchens, that I realize the girls are all wearing tunics. Only the guys are in pants.

      That, combined with the pale never-seen-the-sun color of their skin, makes me stand out more than I’d like to.

      Because if resisting one of these Sabers is a bad idea, then the last thing I want to do is draw attention to myself.

      ‘Shadow or shade,’ Cook’s voice rings in my memory and I take two quick steps to the edge of the hallway. I corrected her once, told her it’s probably ‘shadows and shade’ and that there’s not much difference between a shadow from a thing and the shade from a tree. All she did was mutter incoherently about me not being old enough to understand.

      I just have to learn what the shadows and the shade look like in a place like this.
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      Showering in this place is a nightmare. The clothes in this place are a nightmare. Trying to find the kitchens in this place is a really long nightmare.

      By the time I bite my pride down hard enough to consider asking someone for directions, most of the servants wandering the halls have dissipated off to wherever their next job was.

      I grab the only other guy in here by the arm – just to get his attention.

      “Can you tell me where the Saber kitchens are?”

      The guy looks at me, then turns to walk off.

      Doesn’t say a thing – just walks away!

      I rush after him, slipping through an almost hidden servants’ door into a larger corridor. I’m at a crossroads between one part of the castle and another. Made clear because there’s a really big ornate wooden door not far away from me. What I just left was for servants only; this looks like it could be for servants and Sabers, and through that door definitely looks like it’s for Sabers only.

      There are no windows in here, but the roof overhead is slanted and made of glass, filling the hall with cloudless sunlight between big timber support beams.

      I’m taking in all the details instead of watching where I’m going. Naturally followed by me slamming into the servant, and both of us into some other guy, then ending up in a heap on the floor.

      At least the servant hits the floor with me.

      I groan and wait for him to stop muttering before saying, “I was only trying to ask directions.”

      We both clamber to our feet – the other guy we ran into now somewhere behind me. He managed not to be knocked over.

      “You…” the servant growls as he smooths his clothes and tries to regain his composure.

      His gaze flicks over my shoulder before his whole expression blanches. Then he chuckin’ runs down the hall – forgetting whatever it was he was about to accuse me of.

      “Soot,” the guy behind me booms, shooting fear through my bones.

      I turn far too slowly, half my mind on running after the servant, but my body obeying the voice of someone who is clearly a master.

      He’s wearing a fancy shirt with a satin collar and embroidered fiery skulls down the seams. That’s scary-creepy on its own, but his black expression and greasy features take it to a whole new level. He steps up to me with a combination of confidence and menace. His shoulders are squared, but his arms hang free like they’re prepared to grab me by the throat even as he pretends to be relaxed.

      I swallow hard, forcing my breaths to be even and biting on the tip of my tongue to remind it where it belongs – in my mouth, and not running away with my thoughts.

      “Soot,” he drawls this time. “Bow.”

      Okay, this guy thinks he’s king shit, I realize, as I do as I’m told. Bowing deeply, eyes lowered, and preparing myself for a hit or a kick.

      “Lower,” he growls.

      I obey, getting on my hands and knees. The floor of this hall is carpeted in a light green, and it’s as immaculate as the rest of the place. Plush. Best surface I’ve ever had the pleasure of kneeling on.

      He leans down, grips the back of my head by my bun, and tugs me to my feet. Which rips apart every bit of self-control I thought I had and sets my heart to hammering wildly inside my chest.

      “That’s how low you bow to a prince,” he drawls, tilting my head back and raking his eyes over me as I avert my gaze and bite the tip of my tongue.

      “I heard a rumor that an Elite team brought you in,” he says, leaning forward to smell me. “And since they seem to be finished with you…” He leaves the sentence dangling, smiling wickedly for a long moment. “Do you know exactly who I am?”

      No chuckin’ idea. I know what he is, evil. Evil with dark eyes, black hair, and greasy skin that should have bred the kind of pimples that leave scars, but somehow the bastard has avoided that.

      “The prince…” I manage to say – not too bad. Not too incriminating. “… who needs to kiss a pretty woman so he doesn’t feel like a frog.”

      I groan inwardly. Epic-mouth-fail.

      He lets go of my hair.

      “You consider yourself a pretty woman? I wonder what experience you’ve had out there. How many men have had their hands on you?” he asks, one corner of his lip lifts to sneer at me. “I promise you, no man will compare to me.”

      A head lowers in between us – attached to a man, hanging upside down from the rafters, with strands of gold in his hair. Two – Seth.

      The other guy jumps back in surprise, and upside down Seth turns, dazzles me with his blue eyes and broad mischievous smile, winks, then turns back.

      “You’re not a man, Logan,” Seth says.

      Logan – as in the one guy Seth was ordered to stay away from, and the guy Clara practically described as a walking servant-killer.

      “You can’t touch me, Seth,” Logan spits.

      I take a step backward, feeling the smooth wall at my back and eyeballing both directions of the empty hall.

      Seth holds his hands up… or rather down… as if showing he’s unarmed. Unarmed and hanging from the rafters by his feet.

      “You can’t touch me either, Logan,” he says.

      “Then why are you here?” Logan bites out. “Is she yours?”

      Seth cocks his head, then turns slowly to look at me as if he’d forgotten I was here.

      “Her? Why would I mess with her? No, I’m here to mess with you – I’m just going to do it without touching you.”

      In a soft swoosh of fabric, Logan’s pants fall to the ground. Thankfully not his braies, just his pants. All on their own. No one touched them.

      I stare at the heap of brown fabric, my jaw falling open, and I really don’t have the presence of mind to shut the thing again.

      They were on him. The ties fastened because he walked in here with them pulled up. And now they’re on the chuckin’ floor.

      Logan’s face heats, his jaw moving in a slow grinding motion that makes me cringe.

      “Didn’t touch you,” Seth says, still effortlessly hanging from the rafter.

      Logan snatches up his pants, holding them and not bothering to turn his attention to the ties, as if he knows they’ll just end up on the floor again anyway.

      “You’re due in tournament this afternoon. My uncle is on his way here,” Logan says.

      “I know,” Seth says.

      “I will inform him of every move you make.”

      “I know.”

      “And he’ll make you pay for every single time you even bother to look at me.”

      “Yep – I know.” Seth folds his arms over his chest, practically defying gravity right now. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      I should be getting my ass out of here while I can. But staying in Seth’s shadow is really the only way to stay in any shadow at the moment.

      And honestly, in a weirdly enticing way, I’m enjoying how this is unfolding. I shouldn’t be. The notion is warring with my common sense and still racing heart, but not in the same way as any encounter with Lord Martin and Jake. For one thing, I really have no fear that Seth is going to get hurt right now. Not sure why, possibly because the guy’s hanging upside down, like gravity just isn’t a thing for him.

      I’m not kidding myself – he’s here to toy with Logan, not rescue the soot-slave. Still can’t convince myself to run, though.

      “My uncle might not be able to end you – but I will,” Logan says, leaning forward to get into Seth’s personal space.

      The two of them are practically breathing on each other.

      The air thickens, not visibly, but somehow physically. My stomach drops, along with the temperature as everything behind Logan suddenly gets ripped open. Just for a split second. Solid walls – then a great big gash through reality, revealing nothing but darkness – then walls again. Almost like the world bloody blinked for a moment.

      Fun’s over – I don’t want to be here anymore.

      I press myself harder into the wall and inch away – don’t care in which direction, so long as it is away. My lungs trying, and failing, to suck in air.

      Seth bristles, his hands clenched into fists even though his arms are still crossed over his chest. Seth can’t touch him, but it looks an awful lot like he’d like to punch the guy in the face.

      Logan smiles, rather pleased with himself.

      “If you could control the Veil, Logan, I might actually care about your threats. I don’t care – and I dare you to try harder.”

      Logan tenses, and I just keep moving down the hall, not taking my eyes off the threat.

      “Or I could…” Seth says, letting his sentence hang as Logan’s pants suddenly begin to unravel at the ankles.

      Falling to pieces in shreds, shards, and wisps on the floor.

      Logan’s eyes take on a new intensity, bloodshot and ready to explode. Then the destruction reaches his knees, and he turns tail and runs down the hall.

      Seth swings down and lands on the ground far too gracefully for someone easily three times my size, watching Logan vanish through the ornate doors before turning to me.

      Smiling. He’s smiling at me.

      In my mind, the world is still vanishing in a blink of black nothingness, so I don’t stop edging away. Even though Seth is winking, not moving a muscle to chase me, and looking rather like he enjoyed everything that just happened.

      He enjoyed that?

      The world just got ripped open!

      I give up trying to make a slow escape and just chuckin’ run, around the corner, then the next, and down the next two halls. Far, far away, before I stop to catch my breath.

      And let my heart settle, scrubbing my palms down the legs of my tunic to try and dry the fear from them.

      The wall was gone.

      Logan is a scary asshole, and the wall vanished.

      I’m not sure how long it takes to clear those two details from my mind, but when they finally move aside I realize I’m still hungry and I still have to find the damn Saber kitchens.

      “Excuse me,” I say to the nearest servant, a short woman with a little spring to her step, not lifting my gaze to her eyes. “Where are the Saber kitchens?”

      She turns, or more like twirls, and points back the way she came.

      “Left, right, then left again. Just stay in the servants halls, though. There’s a few entrances into the Saber halls, but you don’t want to be caught in those.”

      Chuck, do I know that!

      I swallow hard and force myself to follow her directions, arriving at the Saber dining hall kitchens. My legs are shaking, my stomach is growling, and I’ve got no idea what the time is.

      Clara meets me at the door, her boss-lady-on-a-mission expression firmly in place.

      “Late,” she snaps.

      “Lost,” I counter.

      “Stupid,” she snaps back, grabbing my arm and with a solid yank I’m stationed in front of the biggest arrangement of stone sinks and drying racks I’ve ever seen.

      And a mountain of dishes.

      Obviously, no one jumped in to cover for me.

      “Doomed,” I mutter. “Is this everyone’s dirty plates?”

      I have to raise my voice over the ten other people in here cutting, talking, and tossing pans onto the dancing flames of cookers.

      There’s a set of double doors on the other side of the room, and people walking in and out to gather bowls of salads and platters of cold meats.

      And that food looks good. I’ve never been fussy and will pretty much eat whatever I’m offered without a complaint. But I can’t resist the sight of good food, the bright colors and crisp textures. One of the servants pulls a trolley backward through the doors, and out into the sea of Sabers in the dining hall beyond.

      “No, just the Sabers who used this hall,” Clara says.

      Yep, I gathered that. Sabers are different. There’s no denying it. There’s a crackle of power that emanates off them. I don’t think they even have to do anything to make my insides want to submit to their rule. Maybe it’s because there are a lot of them through those doors, but it’s about a million times more intense than just the four assholes that dragged me into this place.

      Clara marches across to a board on the back wall.

      “Lunch-sweets in half an hour, people!” she calls out.

      Lunch-sweets. Because lunch really needs to be sweetened with something. I managed to miss breakfast and lunch today, as well as every meal yesterday. I’m so hungry. I grab the nearest something that looks untouched from one of the plates – a boiled potato – and devour it. Not caring if any of the others are watching, which they’re not. Just caring that my stomach loves me for it. To my far left someone opens an oven, and the smell of fresh-baked raisin bread slams into me. My eyes drift shut and for a moment all I do is breathe it in.

      Then someone elbows me in the back.

      “Get moving. We need those plates in half an hour,” he grumbles, placing a pan on the edge of the pile.

      Crap.

      There are three sinks with some bench space between them, all stacked high with the dirty stuff. I fill the last sink, hunt around for some dish soap, and scrub.

      And scrub.

      And scrub.

      The chefs around me jump in and out of spontaneous conversation.

      “Sasha’s got the night shift this phase.”

      “Are you going to marry her when you get home?”

      “We’ll be home in two moons – married in three,” the guy says, rolling out a batch of sweet bread.

      “Did you see the TrickerySeeds training against the StormSeeds last night? Bloody fireworks there were.”

      “Thom and Asanta always train twice as hard when the ChaosSeed isn’t here, and the StormSeed sisters laugh at the challenge – I’ve heard them do it.”

      Someone snorts hard, but I don’t turn to see who. “None of them have the guts to challenge the Elorsin brothers, even with their triunes.”

      “The women can’t. Men fight men, women fight women.”

      “Except in training,” someone else adds. “But I wouldn’t be training against any of them either.”

      I keep my head down and my eyes on my work. Piling the drying racks high then racing through polishing them to perfection, apparently, because Clara comes by and dumps anything short of perfection back into my dirty pile.

      Sweets get cooked, much of the supplies coming up by a pulley system. Apparently, there’s a prep-kitchen down below.

      One by one, the jobs seems to get completed and the sections cleaned down, the chefs filtering out of the kitchen.

      When the last guy leaves I turn to Clara, the third to last plate in my hands.

      “Where’d everyone go?” I ask.

      “To lunch. Servants’ lunch is in the dining hall downstairs.”

      I toss my drying towel onto the bench.

      “Thank the gods, I’m starving.”

      She looks at me with an amused crinkle in her eyes. “You know what? I think I like you.”

      I cock my head a little, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      “No lunch?” I ask.

      Clara turns toward the double doors into the dining hall with her arms wide like she might be trying to give the place a great big hug. I’m not that naive – she’s indicating how big the job is.

      “All yours,” she says.

      “Wait, what?”

      “If you’d been here on time, you would have had the sinks empty from the breakfast service and the dirty plates from lunch would have been brought to you for washing. You were not here on time, and those plates out there still need to be washed.”

      Then she turns on her heels and marches toward the servant’s entrance, out the door.

      Gone.
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      Moaning, I sink to the floor and lean back against the cupboard behind me. My hands are a wrinkly white color already.

      The rest of the kitchen’s clean, but who knows what’s out there?

      Finally, growling to try to give myself encouragement, I push off the floor and march to the double doors, throwing them open with determination.

      And right there, at the table closest to the kitchen doors, are four assholes I never wanted to see again.

      All four heads dart up. I get a glimpse of their expressions, all accusing some scum for interrupting them, before the doors swing shut and smash me in the face.

      Crap!

      Someone laughs. A light and entertained sound – Seth.

      I throw my hands out, feeling around for something to help me keep my balance as my eyes pinch shut in pain, tears streaming down my face. My nose is on fire.

      It hurts so much that I feel under it for blood. When my eyes finally clear, I check my fingers.

      No blood. Just lots of pain.

      It takes me a second to wipe my eyes and regain my determined posture, then I push the doors open again and step through them before they have a chance to swing shut.

      “See, I told you it was her,” Seth says.

      Four doesn’t say a thing, doesn’t even look at me. Three leans back in his chair, his eyes tracing the length of my body while smiling crookedly.

      So what? Maybe I like the guys’ clothes better than the girls’.

      One has the worst reaction, his expression a mix of disgust and disappointment. Really, all of this is his fault. He doesn’t get to look like my being here offends him.

      He stands up, his chair grating across the timber floor.

      “Are we going?” Seth asks, bouncing to his feet.

      I dart across the room, planting myself in front of them.

      “No, you don’t,” I say. “You’ve got to get me out of here. I’m not going to be some dish-washing servant for the rest of my life.” And I’m not going to be face to face with Logan ever again.

      Okay, I really don’t care about the dishwashing part at all – just Logan.

      I even poke my finger at the Commander’s chest – which is a stupid idea because his chest is rock solid, and it seems to really piss him off.

      He grabs my hand, wrapping his tightly around mine. Tight enough to send pulses of pain into my wrist.

      “Servants don’t talk to Sabers,” he says, his voice low, his golden eyes boring into me. “Servants don’t stand in front of Sabers, and they never throw orders at an Elite Commander.”

      He lets go of my hand and I fall on my ass. I hadn’t even realized how hard I was trying to pull away from him.

      Commander-scary-asshole steps around me, followed by Four, who literally growls at me.

      “I hate it when you make the pretty ones cry,” Three says, not looking at me as he walks past.

      I’m practically laying on my back, propped up by my elbows, trying to ignore the throbbing reminder in my hand.

      Seth takes me by surprise, squatting down and balancing on the balls of his feet next to me. Now that my life’s not in danger, I take a moment to admire the golden sheen through his dark hair – strands of actual gold. Normal people have pretty boring hair colors, black, brown, blond. This guy’s hair is a soft brown, and gold. Lots of pretty, sparkly, gold, which looked just as entrancing when he was hanging upside down from the rafters, saving me from Logan.

      “What happened to the walls?” I ask, or rather, whisper.

      I’m at least half sure he’s going to tell me I was imagining things.

      “Best you don’t go near Logan without me,” he whispers back.

      “Or ever. What did he do to the walls?”

      “Ever sounds challenging, Logan is a Saber – Sabers have powers. Having trouble settling in?”

      My jaw clenches and my lips purse, but I still manage to formulate a response.

      “Not settling in.”

      He chuckles.

      I wonder how much I could sell his hair for? I squint a little, trying to picture him without it, and I’m pretty sure he’d still look good.

      What am I thinking? He’s not good. Not even good-looking. He’s an Elite Saber pain-in-my-ass who decided to kidnap me and put me to work scrubbing dishes in a place full of mean servants and nasty Sabers. I’m chuckin’ nuts!

      “We must seem weird to you,” he says.

      “Not weird, crazy,” I say. I realize he’s not down here to rub salt in my wounds. He’s just talking to me. Just talking – and since he’s here he might as well listen, too. “You knocked me out for two chuckin’ days!”

      “We needed to move fast.”

      I lean a little forward and whisper, “Where did I pee?”

      Which he laughs at. “You didn’t. Roarke slowed your metabolism.”

      “He can do that?”

      Now he’s really amused. Damn, the guy’s got an amazing smile. “Yes.”

      I’m not sure whether to be grateful for that, or more pissed off. I mean, at least that explains why I’m not passing out from starvation.

      “They’ve put you in the kitchen,” he says.

      “You asked them to?” I ask, with a sneaking suspicion that he’s the only one in this entire castle with a kind bone in his body.

      He shakes his head.

      “Not me, Pax,” he says, offering me a hand.

      “Pax?” I ask, looking at his hand, waiting for the offer to turn into a slap or something.

      “My brother, and the commander who you just tried to give orders to,” he says, shaking his hand a little, insisting I take it.

      Pax is One… and he pulled strings to make sure I wasn’t working in the Saber suites, I realize.

      So against my better judgement I accept Seth’s help, and he pulls me up so suddenly that my whole body leaves the ground before I land on my feet.

      I’m about to say ‘thank you’ when a voice booms overhead, making me jump.

      “All Elite to the arena. All Elite,” the female says. “Tournament begins in two minutes.”

      From the roof. There’s a voice coming from the roof?

      Seth chuckles, steps around me, and heads for the main door out of here. The door is massive, a big curved hole in the wall. It suits the massive room, though. Table after table with black tablecloths and white place settings. The windows on the far wall are huge, but the glass is covered in one big stained design that spreads across the three individual panels. It’s a tree, and it makes the view outside impossible to decipher. I don’t terribly care – the glass itself is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

      Seth and his brothers are gone, leaving me standing in the middle of a dining hall full, and I mean full, of dirty dishes and leftover food.

      Food in his boots? I ponder.

      I had promised Commander One-asshole-Pax mud in his boots. But leftover food could be just as fun.

      And before my tiny soot-servant-slave brain can think this through, I’ve grabbed up a plate of someone’s leftover something, and begun considering how I can transport it. I slip back into the kitchen and locate the kind of box used to transport delicate foods like cakes and pies. Putting the plate of mashed up meat, some kind of cream, something green, and diced tomatoes, plus an orange crunchy bread-thingy, securely inside. Then I put on a brisk walk and head straight for the big exit out of the dining hall. But as soon as I reach it, my whole body pulls to a stop.

      Their outside wall is a floor to ceiling window, just like in the servant’s passages, but theirs isn’t frosted. It’s clear, and shines so clean that the glass is almost invisible.

      And the world out there is… breathtaking.

      The castle, all white towers and white walls, with whole sections made completely of glass, creates a ‘u’ shape, with a huge courtyard, proper carriages, and a road made from white pebbles. Even the bloody horses down there are white.

      Beyond that is forest. A normal looking forest close to the castle, but the trees grow steadily taller. Impossibly huge.

      I gulp a few times, feeling everything in me that understood the world fade away. I have no idea where I am, or what this place is, and it’s certainly nothing like home.

      And I have Pax to thank for that.

      With renewed vigor, I take a wild guess and turn left, walking right into a servant.

      “Sorry,” I mutter, helping him pick a cloth back up off the floor.

      He flicks a stray hair from his face and spares a quick glance at the box in my hands.

      “I’m looking for Commander Pax?” I ask.

      “Of course, who else has pie delivered to the tournament?” the guy says, waving a hand toward the back of the castle.

      “I’m looking for his room – or wherever it is he sleeps – he asked for his meal to be delivered,” I hedge.

      He points to the roof with his thumb, then turns to the window, the really, really big window, and starts polishing it.

      “Upstairs?” I ask. “Do all of them sleep upstairs?”

      “All the Sabers are in suites. Elites are down the far end. You’re that new soot. It shouldn’t surprise me that you’re asking stupid questions.”

      “Yeah, nice to meet you,” I drawl.

      “You do know you’re no longer in the servants corridors? You have to take your job here seriously.”

      My grip on the box tightens.

      “I take every job I do seriously,” I tell him, even the ones that involve righting injustices by putting leftovers in a certain person’s boots.

      “You don’t look like you respect your role here. Do you know who Pax is?” he asks, stopping his polishing to give me his attention.

      I shake my head, because saying he’s a pain-in–my-ass is probably going to be counter productive.

      “He’s an AlphaSeed. He’s the Seed from one of the original Crowns. There’s even stories that he can turn into a wolf. And his brother, Killian, he’s a Seed of Darkness. And Roarke’s a Seed of Allure, and Seth’s a Seed of Chaos,” he pauses, then adds, “Tread carefully around them.”

      Without waiting for me to respond, he goes back to polishing, taking one giant step in my direction and making me step back.

      Great, I’m going to put leftover food in the boots of chuckin’ royalty, who happens to be likened to the biggest, nastiest wolf in a pack of elite wolves.

      And I am going to do it. Not because I think he needs the food, or because I dislike his boots, but because I’m not sitting around waiting for an apology. Life is too short for that. I’d rather just make him regret meeting me.

      “Where?” I ask, trying to wedge myself between the guy and the glass.

      He stabs a thumb toward the roof again. “Up the stairs, with the Elite. Look for the door labelled ‘Commander Pax’.” I start walking before he can add, “Stairs are that way.”

      Pointing back the way I’d just come from. Because of course, I instinctively started walking in the wrong direction.

      I take off, not bothering to thank the guy, because me leaving him alone is probably thanks enough.

      Two flights of stairs, and all the way down the end of the longest hallway later, I enter the Elite halls. The servants give me odd looks, but go back to their tasks. Someone’s scrubbing the floor. Someone else is polishing door handles. Obviously when the Sabers are out, the mice clean everything.

      The spaces between the doors have grown wider, and four black stripes have been painted along the white walls, but everything else looks the same.

      “Hey,” I say, grabbing a servant. “I’m looking for Commander Pax’s room.”

      She frowns at me, taking a step back as if talking to me is tainting her air.

      “Last hall, on the left. His name’s on the door.”

      All of the doors have names on them – except I can’t read. Not a word in common, and not a letter in whatever their language is. I didn’t even know that their scribbly writing existed. It’s all swirls and dots.

      I tap the plaque on the nearest door and ask, “How many letters in his name?”

      “This says ‘Commander’,” she says, pointing to the first word. “And this is where his name will be – three letters,” she snaps, turning away from me and leaving the hall altogether.

      Three, that actually helps. I hunt down the hall, then the next. And another.

      It feels like forever, but finally I’m standing in front of a door with three brass letters shiny enough to see myself in.

      Yay, for the mice.

      I grip the doorknob and feel a rush of static pinch at the nerves in my fingers. It probably should be scary. But in an odd way, it’s the same kind of tingle I get from the thunderstorms in the green mist that surrounds the enchanted forest… this forest. It makes sense that some stuff in this place tingles – and that logic feels a little comforting.

      Having reassured myself, I push the door wide, step inside and close the door softly behind me. I’m in a sitting type room with four black fabric lounges – Lord Martin had one fabric chair beside the hearth and these guys have four two-seater couches around a low, round, timber table. A fireplace set into one wall and a nice whole-wall-of-glass window next to that. A short bench with a water bowl, jugs, and cups sit right beside the entrance. To the far right is a bookshelf, which I find instantly odd because I had not picked any of them as the reading type, and to the far left is a writing desk, also equally odd. So this guy can read and write.

      There’s four more doors leading off this room, but I don’t have to explore them because right beside me are four sets of boots.

      They’re all slightly different riding or hiking styles, but I scrape the food into the first one without even thinking about which boot to choose. All the better if the food starts to go moldy before he puts this particular pair of boots on. Crunchy orange bread first, meat second, creamy saucy stuff, then mushy green stuff. I mean it smells delicious, but it’s the weirdest food I’ve ever seen.

      Gods, I wish I could be here when he puts this boot on.

      But that would be suicide.

      Too late – the door handle is already turning.

      Crap.

      My legs work at double speed, matching the crazy thumping of my heart, and backing me to the nearest door. I throw myself into the room, shutting the door behind me as softly as I can.

      There’s no window in here, but a small lamp protruding from the wall has been left glowing, and I can clearly see I’ve managed to get myself trapped in his bedroom. The dominating feature is a big four-poster bed, and I mean big. The kind with six huge pillows. Who needs six pillows?

      I dive, then scramble on hands and knees to get underneath the bed. Pushing myself as far up close to the wall as possible, past a scattering of books, some odd socks and a discarded shirt. Pax is a messy guy.

      Several voices emanate from out there, so he isn’t alone.

      The door opens, flooding everything with light. It doesn’t escape me that I’ve found a shadow to hide in, but the sound of someone walking into the room and closing the door behind them is front and center in my mind.

      Whoever it is sits on the bed and fiddles with the lamp, turning it up. All I can see is his bare feet and the legs of his black trousers. He opens one of the drawers in the chest beside the bed, then starts to pull on thick woollen socks.

      Why would he come in, take his boots off at the door, then go into his room and put socks on?

      I relax a little, puzzling over this and considering that if he hasn’t realized I’m here yet then he might not realize it at all. He can walk out of here and put his boots on with my added surprise inside. I can hear his reaction, then he leaves, then I leave, and the rest of the day will be amazing because I’ll be riding this high of revenge.

      On the run up here, it might have been worth snacking on some of that food. The hunger pangs are getting unbearable.

      My stomach growls, and I stop breathing. Next to me, the sock-going-on-foot action pauses.

      With one sharp tug he pulls the sock on, then he leans over the edge of the bed, looking ready to murder someone.

      But it’s not Pax’s head.

      Nope, looking me square in the eyes with a flicker of aggression is Three. Long haired, short mo-beard combo, born-tanned skin, and intense-dark-eyed, Three. The aggression vanishes, replaced by a smile. The kind of emotion that fills his whole expression, and pools intensely in his gaze.

      “Hi,” I say, giving a little wave.

      What the bralls is Three doing here?

      Of course, they share a space. They’re an Elite Unit-type-thing. Out in the lounge room, One, Two, and Four are getting ready to kick ass, and in here Three is staring at me while I’m flat on my back and all too aware of the rapid rise and fall of my chest and the minimal gap between the mattress slats and me.

      He tilts his head, noticing every part of me, but keeping his gaze on mine, pure arrogance leaking off him.

      “Hi,” he finally says, his voice silky.

      I swear he’s only said, ‘hi’, but my whole body is acting like he just said ‘come closer to me.’ I order my body to shut up as I slide a little further from him.

      “Why are you under my bed?” he asks, the syllables slipping beneath my skin, but my brain is having trouble deciphering them.

      “Hiding,” I manage to say.

      “From me?” he asks.

      “Pax,” I get out.

      “I don’t suppose you’ve been here long enough to know that Pax is not your only problem,” he says.

      Something about one of the boys not being allowed a mortal, soot, into their rooms by law was mentioned.

      “You,” I begin, pointing a finger at him, but how do you accuse a guy of killing people without becoming his next victim?

      “I?” he asks, and he’s smiling.

      Where’s my sense of self-preservation gone?

      Run, Shade. Get your ass out of here! I know that’s what I should be thinking – but my internal dialogue throws in, soon, you’ve got this right now.

      My thinking or his?

      “If you’d wanted to be in my room, in my bed would have been more comfortable,” he says slowly, and my body translates his words into ‘take off your clothes.’

      I push hard against the impulse. I will not be taking my clothes off!

      He’s way over there, and I’m way under here, and there is a thumping great big bed between us. One – taking my clothes off would be physically impossible, and two – unless he grabs a sword and starts stabbing, he can’t hurt me under here.

      I’ve never had the desire to get naked in front of someone before. Jamie stole a kiss from me when we were ten. The next day, Lord Martin sold him to the blacksmith two towns over. Just a coincidence. When did Lord Martin start pursuing me? Even this far away, the idea of Lord Martin – just the idea – clenches like an iron fist around my stomach.

      Three leans under the bed, grabs me by the wrist and in one sudden movement drags me out. I slap my hand over my mouth, holding in the rush of fear.

      Three is right here, my heart racing and all, but Pax is just outside that door, and he scares me more.

      I’m laying with my back flat on the floor, with all of me but my legs out from under the bed, and he has a foot planted on either side of me, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees.

      “You know you want to,” he says, and his silvery words make me gasp.

      Bloody gasp.

      The war inside me threatens to rip me in half. I try to tell myself that he’s doing something, he’s working some magic or something, but that only increases my level of alarm.

      “Want to what?” I ask.

      “Get comfortable. Relax. Bend to my desires and slip out of those clothes,” he says, something deeper in his tone. Not a sound, but a kind of pressure on my mind that comes with it.

      Hypnotic. Undeniable. More pure than my brain’s own impulses.

      My left hand lifts, and my fingers find the top most button of my shirt and pop it open. They’ve moved on to the next one before I realize what’s happening and freak out.

      I’m taking my damned clothes off!

      He chuckles and runs his thumb over the stubble on his cheek. But his gaze stays on mine, like what’s under my shirt isn’t the point of this. He’s more interested in the thoughts going through my mind.

      “Hurry up, Roarke,” Four growls through the door, thumping it a few times to prove his point.

      Roarke, Three, leans down lower to me. My struggle to stop myself from undoing my buttons has only managed to freeze me in place.

      “Maybe… run,” he whispers in his do-what-I-say voice. “Before you regret it.”

      Before I regret it? Anger overtakes my flustered female desires. I swear I’m going to have a serious word with myself about this.

      I jump to my feet, and Roarke sits up, his eyes still on me, but he doesn’t stand. He doesn’t try to grab me, hold me, block me. He doesn’t need to, all he needs to do is say the right words and… I cut my thoughts off by slapping him across the face.

      What was it that Four told him as they discussed what to do with me? That I wasn’t a pet?

      Nope – not a pet. Yep – am pissed off.

      “You don’t want to run?” he asks, surprise in his tone.

      So surprised that he doesn’t realize my foot is moving to kick his balls until pain creases his expression. He gasps, then holds his breath.

      I kneed Lord Martin in the groin once. He whipped me into unconsciousness. That does some damage to a girl’s back.

      “I wasn’t going to make you go any further,” he gasps out.

      “Roarke,” Four pounds on the door again.

      And I run.

      I would barge through the door, but Four has already opened it, and I dash past him before he has a chance to react.

      Which puts me in the lounge room. Roarke is struggling to get off the bed behind me, because he’s in pain – one can hope. Two’s sitting on the back of a couch with his feet on the cushions. Four is right behind me, and One is sitting on the edge of the small round table a split second away from pulling his boot on.

      I change my mind. Being here to watch this happen is a really bad idea, but it’s too late.

      The Commander’s head snaps up, his lips pull back into a growl right as his foot goes in the boot. The movement is audible. Foot-in-food has its own unique squelching sound. Not as good as mud-in-Jake’s-boots, but close.

      Instantly, Two bursts with laughter, like he already knows what Pax is going to find all over his sock.

      One’s brow creases and slowly he pulls his foot back out of the boot. The ankle of his sock is black cotton. The rest is a mix of red meat sauce and the green and white stuff – with chunks. Let’s not forget the chunks.

      His wide-with-shock expression doesn’t last long, though. His golden eyes burn redder, and his jaw tenses so hard that for a moment I wonder if he might actually have turned to stone.

      I rush for the door – and make it all of one step before Four’s massive hand lands on my shoulder and pulls me in a direct line with Pax.

      I gulp.

      In the background, Two is laughing so hard that he topples over the back of the couch.

      Which only makes me gulp again.

      Pax stands, not caring that his messed-up sock leaves food footprints in his wake.

      His fist clenches. My whole world snaps around that one detail.

      He stops where he is, as if drinking in my fear. I barely register Two darting from behind the lounge, no longer laughing, to step ever so slightly between me and Pax, or Roarke emerging from his bedroom and stopping next to me.

      “Do you feel like running now?” he whispers in my ear.

      I rip myself from Four’s grip and sprint for the exit. Not caring that I run clean into the door before managing to get the thing open and escape.

      “How did she get in here? Go after her,” I hear Pax shout.

      “Not you, Roarke,” Four’s deep voice follows me down the hall.

      I keep running – if someone wants to catch up to me, I’m not about to make it easy for them.
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      I’m still running like a crazy woman with fire ants up my ass when I burst back into the dining hall where eight servants are carrying stacks of dirty plates toward the kitchen.

      Crap. I forgot that minor detail.

      Major detail.

      Yep – I’m in trouble.

      I take a step backward to check the hall behind me. No angry Elite on my tail.

      The other servants practically ignore me as I move to the nearest table and collect up as many plates as I can carry, then follow them into the kitchen, trying to blend in.

      The kitchen is a buzz of activity again. Someone else is at the sink, scrubbing with quick, efficient movements and another person is drying the clean dishes. There’s ten people working on getting this job done, and Clara was going to make me do it solo. Granted, a good hour or more was just wasted. Which was enough time to have had the job done if I’d broken a sweat and not been off trying to get myself killed – but still, it’s the principle of the thing.

      Because my priorities are a bit skewed like that.

      “Yes, her,” a voice says somewhere near the servant’s entrance, and the whole kitchen goes quiet.

      I ignore it, putting my stack of plates on the sink.

      “Hadn’t thought you’d come back,” the person keeps talking. “You soot never live long.”

      The mention of the word ‘soot’ has me paying attention, but I’m a few seconds late.

      I’ve just started to turn when someone rests their hand on my head, and my heart literally stops.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve woken from being knocked out a few times before. Twice from Lord Martin’s fists, and another because I tried to run from Lord Martin and fell off the top of the garden wall.

      That sucked; this sucks worse.

      The pain thrumming through my whole body is so deep that thinking hurts. So I try not to think as I lift my head and take in my surroundings. I’m outside, and storm clouds are rolling in. My hands and neck are pinned between two specially built chunks of wood, secured by a big iron lock on one side. Shackled – held in place by the timber. I’m on my knees, and my knees are numb, so I must have been here for a while.

      “What happened?” I groan, trying to stand, or even wriggle, but the idea of this contraption is to keep me in the most uncomfortable position possible.

      “Servants can’t just skip out on their duties. There are consequences,” a voice says – a voice I recognize.

      Standing beside me, leaning against my damned contraption, is Seth. I can’t turn my head to the side, so it’s impossible to see his expression or body language, but his tone is amused.

      “Screw your duties,” I groan again.

      “Doesn’t work that way,” someone else says.

      There are other people here, held in place by their own wood and big lock contraptions.

      Of course, it doesn’t work that way. I got caught up in the one bit of freedom I did have on the Estate, the freedom to be a human being when Lord Martin wasn’t around, and forgot all the other details.

      Two squats down. Now I can see his eyes. Brilliant blue eyes. Pain-in-my-ass eyes.

      “I quite enjoyed it myself,” he says. “Been a long time since anyone has dared to play a prank on Pax, myself included. The commander’s deadly, and yet you survived.”

      “I’m so glad,” I croak.

      He laughs, straightens, and the next minute, he’s lifting the top piece of wood off my neck. I try to stand, but succumb to the pain in my back, legs and head, and end up sitting on my ass.

      The guy was wearing a pair of black cotton trousers and a long-sleeved black shirt, exactly what he was wearing when he fell off the couch laughing. Has he been here this whole time, just waiting for me to wake up?

      How long was I supposed to remain here?

      On that thought, I stand up and put my wrists and neck back in the half-moon grooves.

      “Lock me back in. Last time you tried to help, I ended up in this shit-pit of a castle,” I say.

      “There’s no escape,” the guy locked into the next wooden restraint mumbles, then turns his head a little and appears to settle in for a nap.

      Stepping right in front of me, Seth squats down again.

      “Actually, last time I tried to help, I stopped Logan from doing whatever nasty things it is Logan does to a woman. Besides, I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can. And if you can’t, then figure it out.”

      “Okay, I don’t want to.”

      “I don’t care –”

      He cuts me off by putting his palm on my forehead and giving me a shove. I topple back and land on my ass.

      Metal fibers litter the timber around me. He didn’t have a key – he just disintegrated the locks with his crazy Elite strength. So he can’t put them back on.

      “Are all of you crazy strong?” I ask.

      It’s either that or I start swearing at him.

      He shrugs like maybe he hadn’t considered it before. “Maybe.”

      I probably should say thank you, but all of this, and I mean all of it, is actually his fault. I open my mouth to elaborate, but he turns and stalks off, taking my opportunity with him.

      “Come on,” he says over his shoulder. “I have a job for you.”

      He sets a quick pace across the courtyard.

      It’s pretty dismal. White rocks that reflect the glare even on a cloudy day, the walls of out-buildings on three sides and the castle proper right there for the sorry souls being punished to stare up at all day long. This is a space just for punishment. No grass. No trees. One door in and that leads directly into the castle, so before we even reach it I know that without the Silvari that I’m trying to walk behind, I wouldn’t get through. That’s assuming I somehow magically got my own ass out of that wooden trap.

      I don’t spare a glance behind me for the people still in those things. I can’t help them – and that makes me a horrible person. You break the rules and you get punished. Only for servants the rules are blurred and the punishments extreme. Helping each other on Lord Martin’s estate was the only way to survive.

      The big guy with a spear that steps into the doorway and manages to fill every inch of the space is a really good distraction from my conscience.

      “Seth,” the guard says, stone faced. “Playing with the servants?”

      Everything about Seth is a combination of self-assured calmness and a puppy who fears no master. The way he walks in relaxed strides, the way he angles his shoulders, like he might be preparing to pounce. He gives the guard a little nod and the guy steps out of the way. Without Seth needing to say a thing we walk through the doorway and into some kind of office with a heap of desks. But only the one guard, and he’s already let us past.

      “You’ll probably forget she was here, but just in case,” Seth says.

      He clicks his fingers and the place explodes with papers. Like the air itself just lost its mind. The guard curses, I throw my arms up for cover, and Seth just keeps walking like nothing is happening.

      I follow behind Seth and stop in sheer shock just outside the office door.

      “What just happened?” I ask.

      He shrugs, but doesn’t stop, so I start trailing after him again.

      “Did you do that?” I demand.

      “Sure did.” This time he glances back, looking way too proud of himself.

      “So you can make things explode?”

      He shrugs again. “I exist with Chaos. I don’t usually bother to stop and choose what Chaos wants to do. I just set the wheels in motion. Keep up.”

      I’m about to point out that I’m right behind him and keeping up just fine, when he surges forward and starts running down the hallway. It’s clearly built for use by Sabers and not servants – the windows that you can actually see out of are a dead giveaway.

      I stare after Seth. He looks like he’s running. But he’s already at the other end of the damned hall and turns right before I’ve even begun to move.

      Trying to pick my jaw up off the floor as I kick myself into gear. Rushing to catch up. Then again, I could just turn around and go the other way. Find an exit. Just keep walking. I’m sure I have the stamina for days of walking, and I’ll keep to the shadows and out of sight. Would anyone in this place really notice I’m gone when I’m not even supposed to be here?

      Still analyzing this thought, I turn the corner and run straight into someone’s chest.

      Seth’s chest.

      There’s a sharp movement across his muscles as he tries to suppress a laugh, but I’m too busy taking a giant step backward and out of his range.

      If Pax wants to kill me, and Four wants to hold me while his boss paints the walls with my blood, and Roarke wants things that could actually be worse than what Pax wants, then what does Seth want?

      Swallowing hard, I decide with a sharp certainty that I need to run in the other direction. Seth moves at exactly the same moment I do, looping his arm around my waist and pulling me back into him.

      I ram my elbow into his stomach, which hurts me a lot, but doesn’t even make him flinch. A few other options come to mind – name-calling, kicking, biting even.

      “Let me go,” I say between clenched teeth, but that feels underwhelming compared to the sense of desperation rushing through me.

      Seth sets me on my feet and steps away from me, all the way back until he’s leaning against the wall. He isn’t bouncing and bubbly now. He’s frowning.

      At me?

      I stumble, finding my balance against the wall opposite him.

      “I’ve never hurt you,” he says.

      So the guy noticed I was in distress, but he hasn’t got the brains to work out why?

      He opens his mouth, then shakes his head as if to clear away whatever he was going to say.

      “I’ve got a job for you,” he says.

      “Ask someone else.”

      “I can’t,” he admits, a tinge of mischief creeping back into his blue eyes. “It requires your kind of special skills.”

      I practically snort at the guy. “You need dishes washed?”

      He straightens from the wall, giving the hall a quick glance before stepping toward me. Whatever he wants to say, he wants it to be kept a secret, but he hesitates.

      “I don’t plan on hurting you,” he says, his arms out as if to show me that he doesn’t have any weapons.

      Which means nothing when he can crush metal in his hands.

      “I don’t plan on letting you,” I say.

      He shakes his head, looks into my eyes and tries again. “Name your price then.”

      “To do what?”

      He shrugs. A clear sign that he’s not going to say anything else until I’ve shown him exactly what it’s going to cost to get me to do this job for him.

      At least I’m pretty sure it won’t be the dishes.

      “Get me out of here. Drop me off wherever the bralls you want outside this chuckin’-crazy-ass forest.”

      One brow draws down, a slow calculation crossing his playful gaze.

      “What?” he asks.

      “What what?”

      “What is a bralls and how do you chuck it?”

      I snort, managing to control the rolling hysterics in my chest.

      “You know what a Brahman is?”

      “A cow?”

      “Brahman balls are bralls.”

      “No, they're  not.”

      “They are to me. And chuckin’ is what a crap darts player does to a dart.”

      “So you’re throwing cow’s balls at a dart board?”

      This time I can’t keep my laughter down. “No,” I manage, gasping for air before I can keep talking. “Bralls are just Brahman balls and chuckin is just crazy or stupid or stupid and crazy – and definitely losing your game of darts.”

      He cracks a smile. “I like it, but I thought you didn’t want to be dropped off at Drayden.”

      “That was before I ended up here and I saw a wall disappear.” I almost declare that Lord Martin’s estate is looking pretty good right now, but I know what the Manor Lord will do to me if I turn up there. I also have a pretty clear idea what Pax is going to do if he sees me again. Leaves me with one solid option – Drayden. “I’d rather walk from door to door begging than see any of you again.”

      The grown man resembles a puppy whose new toy just got snatched away before he turns and walks off like a normal person.

      “Don’t insult a guy until after he’s done what you ask him to,” he says without looking back.

      “So you’ll do it?” I ask, running up beside him.

      He smiles crookedly at me. “After you do something for me.”

      “Fine, what?”

      With a nod in the direction we’re going – which is toward a wide staircase – he says, “Potions Lab, but we have to hurry.”

      Then he’s loping down the hall again.

      Hurry means run, which for him looks easy and covers great distances. For me it means lung pain and sweat – all of the way from the bottom level to gods knows where within the castle.

      “Will you please let me carry you? You’re pretty slow, and this is time sensitive,” he asks as we emerge at the top of the second flight of stairs.

      “Where is everyone?” I gasp.

      The halls are all empty.

      “You let my brother carry you,” he says, ignoring my question.

      I double over and drag in a few deep breaths.

      “Let me guess, you’re the youngest in the family,” I say before repeating, “Where is everyone?”

      “Weapons drills, for the next ten or so minutes.”

      “And I didn’t let your brother carry me. I didn’t ask him to, I didn’t give him permission. I bloody hated it, and it’s never happening again.”

      Seth leads the way down the hall, past big wooden doors made of oak, carved with whole forest scenes, and shaped into a point at the top. Set against the white walls, it’s all very beautiful.

      “That’s why you put a taco in his boot?” he asks.

      “A what?”

      “The food, it was a taco right? It looked like a taco.”

      He pushes one of the doors open, walking in backward so he can keep quizzing me. I’m not listening anymore, though. I’m too busy looking.

      The walls are still white, but the window frames, tables, high beams in the roof, narrow staircase up to a big row of bookshelves that get their own loft, and the floor, are all a honey oak color. Everything is carved, polished, and sculpted into perfection. There’s a big glass ball filled with a liquid of some kind in the middle of the room. Tables are arranged around it with papers and glass tubes and other odd things neatly decorating all of them. Except one, one table clearly looks like it’s currently being used – but there are no people in here. There’s one extra-large table at the front of the class. It’s the only one that looks less like a table and more like a desk, complete with enclosed sides and a large leather chair.

      My attention draws back to the glass ball. I could almost climb into the thing, it’s so huge.

      “What is that thing?” I ask as I approach it.

      “Containment,” he says, strolling around the room. “For potions. Stops the mistakes from escaping.”

      I manage to make an, “Oh,” noise.

      Stopping right next to the perfectly clear sphere, I peer into it, around it, even underneath the thing. It’s big and strange, but beautiful at the same time.

      It looks cold.

      Are you cold?

      Carefully, I rest the very tips of my fingers against the glass.

      Ice crystals form, growing out from my fingertips in slow delicate swirls. Barely noticeable until I lean in close. And I’d swear they’re growing inside the glass.

      “This one,” Seth says, making me jump and pull my hand back.

      He nudges a page on the recently-in-use desk with one finger.

      I inspect what he’s looking at from the other side of the table. It’s paper, and there’s writing on it, that much is clear. But the scribbles aren’t anything like I’ve ever seen, and I can’t read anyway.

      “I can’t interfere, one of Pax’s orders,” he says.

      “Interfere with what?”

      “Their potions test. But you can.”

      “I can?”

      “Sure you can,” he says, pulling a small blue jar out of his pocket. “Just tip this, on there.”

      He motions to the pages, and with the cork still in the bottle, he mimes covering the pages with whatever liquid is inside.

      “Why don’t you do it?” I ask as I edge closer, dodging around the leather satchels sitting on chairs – chairs that aren’t even neatly tucked in.

      Seth was right; people will be back in here any minute now. Whatever they were doing, they’ve stopped right in the middle of it for weapons training and they’re going to freak out if they walk in and see me here.

      What’s the punishment for not learning from your last punishment?

      Seth holds his hand out to me, palm up. A blue bottle balanced in the center.

      “I can’t. I can’t even open the damn bottle,” he says.

      “Pax’s orders?” I ask, rolling my eyes.

      “Exactly. And these are Logan’s papers.”

      He smiles, and I snatch the bottle from him – because I’m not against messing with Pax twice in one day, and I’ll never be against doing damage to Logan.

      “Just tip it on the pages?” I ask.

      He nods.

      “Why, again?”

      “Because it’ll be funny when the Potions Master tests them on this particular potion and instead of predicting the future in that glass.” He motions to the giant ball beside us. “It runs through the highlights of their childhood. Baby drool and shitty bums, if we’re lucky.”

      Men. What’s funny about that?

      He cocks his head a little and takes a guess at what I’m thinking.

      “They won’t know it’s their past. They’ll be thinking the next twenty-four hours of their lives includes babies. Their own babies.”

      I roll my eyes. That might actually be remotely funny. Better if Pax himself was the one casting the potion.

      The cork comes out easily, but the blue liquid spills very slowly. Not like liquid at all, more like mist. It’s practically evaporating as I pour it, and next to nothing is landing on the pages.

      But where it does, the writing twists, rearranging itself.

      Seth makes an excited little noise, almost like a chirp, and rubs his palms together.

      A single loud chime fills the room, and Seth’s smile broadens.

      I stop pouring the liquid, which should be all gone by now but the bottle still feels full.

      “Now you take me home,” I say.

      Seth smiles at me, showing more teeth than before.

      “Now we hide,” he says, grabbing my arm and manhandling me to the far end of the room.

      I let out noises of resistance, a growl, a hiss when his thumb digs into the soft tissue on the inside of my elbow, but that hardly slows him down.

      Ultimately, I find myself being dragged around and behind the big desk. It’s lucky that the person who sits here has long legs or Seth wouldn’t even fit. But he does. Not that he’s paying much attention to me. He’s already twisted toward the door, and I get the impression there’s a gap or hole that gives him the perfect view.

      And the impression that this isn’t the first time he’s played this prank.

      “What are we doing?” I demand.

      “Waiting.”

      “For who?”

      “The Potions Master. Then Logan’s triune. Then the Potions Master failing them.”

      He reaches out, grips the hem of my tunic and tugs me down under the desk.
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      I land with a soft thud practically in Seth’s lap and instantly the doors open, voices stream in, and the doors swing closed again. Those sounds are easy to decipher, and it’s clear that it’s too late to object to being forced to hide behind a desk now. It’s also too late to mention that I’ve left the half-full bottle of misty-blue stuff out there on the table and all that’s in my hand is the cork.

      From here, all I can see is the huge expanse of the back wall and the series of three windows with stained glass images of trees on them way up near the ceiling. All of the action is happening behind me.

      “Who has the recipe?” a guy asks. It’s a gut-churning familiar voice – Logan.

      “Of course I have it,” a girl says. “And you owe me. Do you know what I had to do to get this? It better be worth it. What does this thing even do?”

      “You’ll see. You’ll even enjoy this, and my uncle will reward you, Asanta,” Logan says.

      “I don’t want the crown’s coins. I just want revenge. Now get this done, because I’m not even in your triune,” Asanta says, her voice part way between grumbling and singsong.

      “Door’s jammed,” a third person says – a guy who sounds really freaking excited.

      “Check it, Tray,” Logan says in that slimy tone of his that makes my skin crawl.

      A rattling sound fills the room. Tray, double-checking the door. Sounds like there are three people in here. Asanta, another guy and Logan.

      “Dwain is holding Potions Master Rycian up,” Tray says.

      “Asanta, unlock her cabinet already,” Logan says.

      None of them sound like a Potions Master, and none of this sounds like an official test. It doesn’t even sound like they’re trying to cheat.

      There’s a bit more shuffling around in the room and the click of a door unlocking – an old, groaning door. Someone lets out a slow, dark-giggle. Which wouldn’t mean a thing to me if Seth – with one arm loosely around my waist and the other propping himself at an angle – didn’t just shift from relaxed and amused to tense and muffled anger.

      I draw in a slow breath. There’s no way for me to see what’s going on out there without sticking my head over the top of the desk, which would be stupidly risky. So I settle for listening to their mutters and movements.

      Glass shatters, making me jolt. Seth twists sharply, ignoring his spy-hole, and wrapping both arms around me. We both freeze.

      “It’ll work,” Tray growls.

      “Unless you ballsed it up,” Asanta responds. “I did my part, hunting down this damn recipe.”

      Seth’s breath hitches, and I try to inch away. Not possible while Seth has two arms wrapped around my middle and holding onto me like maybe this is actually life-threatening.

      “Be still,” he whispers into my hair.

      Done.

      No magical alluring-voice needed.

      “Bottle it,” Logan orders.

      “Get me the tongs, then,” Asanta says. Then after a second, she adds, “It won’t go in the bottle. You shouldn’t have knocked crap off the table in the first place.”

      A blue mist creeps across the floor, lapping at the edges of the desk. It’s  eerily similar to the stuff I poured over someone’s books.

      “What is that?” I hiss.

      Seth leans out and dips the tip of one finger in the not-quite-liquid stuff. Then shrugs.

      I wish I could see what they’re doing out there. It sounds funny.

      But Seth is my new measure of funny, and the big guy sitting behind me is not laughing.

      Logan growls, followed by what can only be a table being thrown across the room.

      “This isn’t right,” he shouts.

      The room fills with the flutter of papers, the thud of books, the echo of small metal items clattering down on stone, and the high-pitched ring of glass breaking.

      “Who’s been in here?” Logan calls, his tone both angry and seeking.

      “Shit,” the word escapes under Seth’s breath.

      Someone’s walking this way, their steps heavy and growing closer, causing the panic rise up through my throat.

      Seth uncurls himself from behind me.

      “Stay,” he whispers.

      Those seriously mischievous eyes of his have turned to solid blue stone. Hardened. As with all of his other features. He straightens to his full height, and I risk leaning forward just a little.

      The man is just as scary looking as his brothers when he wants to be.

      He doesn’t glance down at me before stepping into the blue misty-crap that everyone else is too scared to touch. I want to tell him he’s stupid, and not just for getting me into this, but my lips press tightly together.

      Because for all the stupid things going on, stepping out to go one against three in some crazy magical blue-mist is just insane.

      “Seth,” Logan growls.

      There’s a few quick, soft, steps followed by the sound of someone big climbing up onto a table. Then laughing. I can picture it. Seth just pranced out there and has perched himself on a table in the middle of the mess.

      “I’ll cut something off you,” Logan says.

      “No, you won’t, Logan,” Seth counters, not addressing either of the other two in the room.

      “But my uncle will.”

      “Nope, he won’t either. We have a deal, and I’m keeping my end of it,” Seth counters.

      “But that soot isn’t,” Logan growls.

      “She’s in the stocks, last I heard. Lithael doesn’t care about a soot in the stocks,” Seth says, his voice full of confidence, but each word threads a little bit of fear through me.

      Lithael might not, but Logan sure still seems interested in me. I’m a walking sponge for all the wrong kind of attention.

      “Don’t touch the stuff, don’t walk into it,” Asanta orders.

      “It didn’t hurt him,” Logan says, his temper straining his voice.

      “But it was made for him,” she says, each word slow and deliberate.

      Several feet take a step, presumably not into the blue mist. Presumably, because I’m pretty damn frozen in place and can’t actually see anything. Seth created this mess, Seth can deal with it.

      A wooden shaking sound fills the room for a second before I realize it’s someone at the door. A sharp wood-splintering and door-bursting-open sound follows and I might have just yelped in surprise. Although no one would have heard over the crashing of timber.

      “Logan,” Pax says, in his commanding tone.

      I shouldn’t relax because he’s here, but I do – just a little. The scuffle is over quickly. If anyone threw a punch or got hit by one, I can’t tell.

      I turn, little by little, to peek out the tiny hole in the back of the desk. Seth is still perched on the edge of a broken table, looking pleased with himself. The room is in ruin. Not a single table still standing.

      Pax kicks at the mist, and Three, Roarke, scoops down to try and pick up a handful.

      “What is this stuff?” he asks.

      “They made it.” Seth shrugs.

      Pax levels his gaze on the man as he steps purposefully through the mist.

      “Then why are you here?” Pax asks, his tone struggling not to crack with anger.

      “I was here, but they made the mess,” Seth repeats.

      He’s still smiling, which means he knows something about Pax that I don’t. I’d be bracing myself for a solid punch to the face if I were Seth.

      Instead, Seth stands and nimbly hops down from the table. The thing cracks and falls to the ground, as if it was only holding itself together for Seth’s comfort.

      Four huffs, his hand resting on the hilt of his curved sword. He’s the only one wearing a weapon and even though the danger’s gone his hand remains ready to draw the thing. His stance is firm, both boots in the blue stuff.

      “I hope it was worth it,” Roarke says.

      Seth actually stops, turning to survey the scene. There’s a minor chance his gaze flicks up to the desk, and me, but it’s more likely that something on the desk above my head caught his eye.

      “No,” he says. “It wasn’t.”

      He moves toward the door, the mist swirling around his legs like it doesn’t want to be touched but wants to stay near.

      “What was it?” Roarke asks, kicking his foot through the mist as he follows his brother.

      “I told you, I didn’t make this,” Seth says.

      They leave together, their conversations turning to some ‘tournament’ and something about a ‘blow’. I don’t wait until they’re out of earshot before kicking into action.

      Kneeling in blue-mist, I extricate myself from under the desk and cross toward getting-the-hell-out-of-here. The stuff follows me. When I’m about where this whole mess started – at someone’s worktable in the middle of the room – it sucks itself through the floor. Leaving the room clean of magic, but looking like someone let loose a Brahman bull in here.

      The cork’s still in my hand; I roll it through my fingers without any thought, but the vial was crushed in the fight and sits in shards on the floor. I drop the cork into my pocket. My one and only pocket, because servants don’t have much need to carry things around with them that aren’t for cleaning.

      I bet this pocket’s meant for a rag. Something which a servant can pluck out, polish a smear on the window, and then keep walking to their dishwashing duties.

      Dishwashing, I groan inwardly.

      Seth has vanished, my current castle-escape strategy on hold until I can corner him. Do Silvari keep to their word? Do Sabers even care?

      Whatever the truth, I need to keep myself from being locked between two slats of timber, which means, now that lunch is over, I need to get my ass to the kitchens.

      I’m out the door and into the hallway in a heartbeat, then have to slow down as Seth’s back vanishes around the next corner. Obviously, they’re not in as much of a hurry as I am.

      There are people in the next classroom. I can hear the conversations wafting out into the hall, but I don’t slow enough to get curious. The only person in the hall is a woman. Not an Elite Saber-waiting-to-go-on-a-mission, that’s clear at first glance. This woman is what Sabers look like when they actually ‘grow up’, and I have no idea how long that takes.

      She’s tall and lithe, built like a stick insect. Her hair’s dead straight, long and all white, and her forehead is decorated in delicate chains and gemstones. Her eyes are different too, almost glassy. I try to keep from staring, to look at the ground beneath my feet and keep walking, but it’s really, really hard.

      The woman reaches the doorway to the Potions Lab and stops sharply at the sight.

      “Logan,” she growls, turning around and storming past me.

      Straight past me, like I don’t even exist. On down the hall, vanishing around the corner and out of sight.

      I reach the top of the stairs, one foot poised mid-air, ready to step down when a solid wall hits my back and shoves me forward. My arms go wide and I just barely grab ahold of the banister. Somehow, I achieve a mixture of sliding and stumbling all the way to the landing, where I refuse to let go of the banister as I dart my gaze around and pant wildly. There’s no one here, but the pressure on my back was real. I really did just get pushed down the stairs.

      Something firm, but invisible, presses against my hand, and I yank it in close to me. Then it presses to my shoulder – and I start running.

      Down the next flight of stairs. I struggle to keep a step ahead of it – whatever it is – because I can’t see anything.

      Which probably means I’ve lost my mind. One day inside the Enchanted Forest and I’m being chased down a flight of stairs by something that doesn’t exist.

      At the next landing, I suck in air so sharply that it scratches at my throat and run clean into another invisible chuckin’ wall.

      Two walls.

      They’re boxing me in. My hands shoot out in front of me, feeling the air like an idiot as I stumble to the bottom of the stairs. No invisible wall in front of me, but one pushes in on my left, making the decision for me. I turn right and race the thing to the next corner.

      If this thing beats me there, or introduces wall number three before I get there, I’m going to be crushed. I have no idea how I know that, but solid walls, no matter how invisible, closing in around a person can only end in one thing – a person being crushed.

      At the other end of the hall, four familiar profiles walk into a familiar room. The dining hall. The wall presses against my back again, and I get back to running – but I don’t want to burst in with the fear written all over my face. Those four would turn and laugh at me. Actually, only Seth would laugh, maybe Roarke. Four would sneer, and One would probably get up and punch me in the face.

      Servants’ entrance, I think. I need the servants’ entrance.

      The rough mental map that I’ve begun to build up of this place says the entrance is straight down this hallway, then left, but it’s a risk. There’s every chance an invisible wall is already sliding in my direction, and I’m clearly in a Saber hallway with no clue what the links between servants and Saber halls look like. Doors? Gaps? In the Manor, they were nestled behind drapes, but there are no drapes here.

      My palms press against something with just enough warning to prevent me from breaking my nose on it.

      I freeze. My whole body is pulsing with the adrenaline, wanting me to turn around and try running the other way. But there’s an invisible wall down the other end of the hall too – that’s just plain logic.

      For now, everything is still. The wall is smooth like glass beneath my hands and when I run my fingers over it, a faint crackling noise fills the air along with a rush of static shooting up under my fingernails.

      A servant turns the corner and gives me a tight look as she steps right through the wall, not even flinching.

      “Can you feel something here?” I ask.

      “No, but I can smell something,” she comments, running a hand over her hair and cupping her bun to check everything is neatly in its place.

      She walks off down the hall, her shoulders tensed indignantly.

      I sniff myself, and I don’t smell. I’m pretty sure whatever these people put in the shower water takes care of that.

      Back to my current problem, though. The wall seems to have left me enough room to get down the hall, if I press myself hard against the real stone wall and shuffle along in the gap like a complete idiot.

      Which I do. Looking ridiculous with my boobs all flattened and my breath forming mist before me – but who cares what I look like when this thing could shift at any moment and squish me flat.

      I take another step sideways and suddenly I’m falling backward. Landing on the floor with a hard thud.

      I groan and pull myself onto my feet. Of course, a servant’s entrance would be incredibly small and seamlessly blend into the wall to the point where I hadn’t even spotted it, and I’ve been down this hallway before – with a box of leftover tacos in my hand.

      A box which is still underneath Roarke’s bed. I hope it reeks in a week. Serves him right.

      Two steps back and I’m through the little passage and in the servants’ hall, complete with its floor to ceiling frosted window.

      Kitchen, I remind myself.

      When I step into the room, pushing the door open with the kind of floppy movement that comes after running for my life from something I couldn’t even see, I’m met by two furious sets of eyes.

      Clara’s and some other guy. He has a ledger too, and they’re arguing right up until the moment they spot me.

      “You,” Clara says.

      I hold my hand up, as if getting permission to speak, then give up on the gesture.

      “Shade,” I say, my voice raspy. “What’s with the moving walls?”

      I grab a nearby glass from the dirty dish pile and fill it with water, drinking greedily.

      “You’ve caused such a mess today, and I won’t take feigned delirium as an excuse,” Clara goes on.

      “I’m not delirious, the walls really are moving,” I say between mouthfuls.

      The guy knocks on the wall right beside him. “It’s solid, made from stone.”

      “Shade,” Clara says, dragging each syllable out. “Servants don’t cheat, we don’t lie, and we don’t run off on our duties.”

      “Not my fault,” I say.

      The guy steps toward me, and I know he’s supposed to be imposing – in my old life he probably would be – but after dealing with One twice today, this short man with his head shaved is really no comparison.

      “It’ll probably happen again,” I say, knowing that that wall could start moving at any moment. “You probably should take me off your roster altogether.”

      His whole face goes red, beetroot red, including the top of his head.

      “Everyone works, it’s a privilege,” Clara says, her tone pointed, but her anger is much more in check than the guy’s.

      “You know who brought me here, right?” I ask, finally able to breathe normally and stand up without the support of the bench.

      “The Elorsin brothers,” the guy says.

      “They’re all assholes in their own lovely ways, and one of the lovely ways they’re going to continue to be assholes is by messing with my life on an almost hourly basis,” the words tumble out of my mouth, and I don’t bother checking them for facts. So far, Seth has only messed with me once – the other time I was kind of the one doing the messing, and that doesn’t actually equal hourly interruptions. But I continue anyway, “And I can’t tell them ‘no’, so when Seth decides I should play a stupid practical joke on his behalf because Commander Pax has specifically ordered him not to, then I have to do it. Right?”

      The guy growls, shoving at me with his ledger hard enough to make me yelp before marching for the exit.

      “No excuses,” he says over his shoulder.

      Clara stays where she is, taking a few measured breaths.

      “Right. I can rearrange the roster, but you have to be right here in this kitchen doing your work every other minute.”

      I nod sharply.

      “Which means you can finish these right now,” she says, waving an arm in the direction of the messy sink. “And those,” she adds, pointing toward the dining room. “I’ll tell Moira she can go back to washing windows.”

      “I was here when the lunch dishes were being cleared, and they got lunch-sweets too. What are these dishes from?” I ask.

      “Tea,” she says. “Sabers have schedules that can sometimes keep them from lunch, but mostly they eat breakfast, afters, lunch, lunch-sweets, tea, tea-afters, dinner, supper, and lates at about midnight. Their bodies function on a completely different clock than ours and when they’re at the Castle, they like to eat constantly.”

      My jaw drops.

      “Why do they need so much chuckin’ food?”

      “Not all of it is cooked here. Breakfast is usually delivered to their rooms. Afters is served here and in three other smaller dining halls around the grounds…” she rattles off more details, because obviously she thought I was referring to the workload involved in cooking such a huge number of meals when I was thinking more about the luxury of eating so much food!

      With a final wave of her hand in the air for no particular reason, she leaves the room.

      I pick up a large, untouched, carrot from the plate closest to me, chomp down, and edge toward the doors into the dining room, careful not to walk into a wall. Pressing the toe of my boot to the base of the door, I open one of the doors just a touch and confirm that the brothers are still out there. Actually, they’re the only ones out there, sitting at one of the nearby tables. Seems to be their thing – eating when the hall is empty. One other table has plates on it, but most of the room has been cleared and cleaned.

      Seth is the only one eating earnestly. Four is pulling apart a sweet roll, Pax is leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed over his chest, and Roarke has his head bowed, and his long hair has fallen forward over most of his face. They’ve got some serious expressions on, those I can see, and they’re all aimed at Seth.

      I let the door swing shut the inch that I’d opened it, grab a nearby knife, the only thing nearby, and wedge it into the gap where the top of the door narrows to meet the corner of the frame. Effectively jamming the thing open and angled into the kitchen so I can hear every word they’re saying.

      In stealth mode, I start on the dishes. It’s a scattering, not a mountain, just a handful of plates, a few cups, and three serving platters.

      “The guard told me –” Pax is saying, with a hint that he might be about to lose his cool.

      “I never said I didn’t let her out of the stocks. Just that I didn’t cause the mess in the Potions Lab,” Seth cuts in.

      “Bad idea,” Four grumbles.

      “You aren’t allowed a girl in your rooms, and she was in there, Roarke,” Pax begins. “You weren’t allowed near Logan, and yet you were right there, Seth. Should have left this girl –”

      Silence. I don’t know what happened, but I think the guy just cut himself off.

      “Logan,” Four says.

      “He was up to something.” Seth jumps at the new direction. “They weren’t in there working on a few bottles of Vision Potion for their test.”

      “There’s going to be repercussions,” Roarke says. “Lithael is already here for our tournament. He gets here too quickly, like he knows when we’ll be arriving or his horse has the skills to Allure time.”

      “Or he uses the Veil,” Seth says.

      “Too dangerous,” Pax rumbles.

      “Not when the grimm answer to him,” Seth counters.

      “They answer to the Veil Queen. And she has nothing to do with the living, or Lithael,” Roarke says.

      “Doesn’t mean he isn’t spending more time than he should on the other side,” Seth says. “DeathSeeds can come and go.”

      The last dish dried, I collapse in a heap on the floor, trying to rest my back against the cupboard behind me as I polish off the last half of a leftover roll, but I soon slip into more of a sitting up ball.

      “Finished?” Four asks, followed by a plate-against-plate clattering sound.

      “We need an assignment. Until this all blows over and that girl disappears into the servants’ ranks, we need to get out of here,” Pax says.

      If my heart had the energy to skip a beat, it would. I’m not going to settle in, and Seth’s not going anywhere until he walks me through that forest and back onto Desayer Realm’s soil.

      Not Lord Martin’s lands. Someone else’s. I can walk until my legs won’t carry me and beg to work for food and board. If I get far enough away, they won’t know where I’m from. Days and days away. Almost dead from the journey away.

      Which is better than almost dead from a race of people I didn’t even know existed treating me like their toy/pet/property in a palace full of rules that I really don’t understand.

      “We need to lay low and hope Lithael doesn’t call us in for an audience,” Pax says.

      “He will,” Roarke says.

      A chair scrapes, followed by three others, and footsteps begin to move away from me.

      “Get the dishes done,” I mutter to myself.

      But I don’t move… until an invisible wall presses up against my butt and starts sliding me across the floor. I push back against it, which is stupid because of course the thing is relentless and no amount of pushing is going to make it stop. Before I can get to my feet, I’m pressed flat against the door.

      A door that should swing open, but doesn’t because I wedged a knife in it.

      My face moshes against the timber and pain begins to prickle along my skin. I reach for the handle of the blade, brushing the metal with my fingers. Brushing but not gripping.

      It’s too high, I can’t move.

      The pain intensifies on both sides of me. The wall feels like a bolt of lightning, and the door feels like I’m being punched everywhere all at once. I cry out, but the air is being forced out of my lungs, and my voice is strangled in my throat.

      With the twang of metal, the knife breaks, the door gives, and I hurtle into the room. The blade’s handle clatters to the ground behind me and the sharp end flings up before gravity pulls it down. Down toward me before I even have time to consider moving. It slices through the back of my wrist on its way to the ground.

      I scream, clutching the already red stain on the white fabric.

      The wall doesn’t give a shit. I stumble forward at its mercy, trip over a chair, get pushed face down across the timber floor, then finally manage to get back on my feet.

      I should be worried about my arm, the pain is enough to draw my attention to it, but the approaching wall is more scary, and the idea that I might be pressed up against that if I don’t get my legs working and out that doorway first, takes over the possible life-threatening cut on my arm.

      Probably not life threatening, I tell myself. It’s on the back of my arm, there’s nothing vital there. Just blood. Droplets of it leaving a trail behind me.

      I don’t watch where I’m going exactly, just run guided by impulse and touch. When I turn down a hall that ends with a window and no other options, my heart sinks. The window will probably break with enough pressure, but I’m three stories in the air and the fall is going to kill me.

      I reach the glass and stop, resting my head on the cool surface and watching my breath form a little fog circle in front of my mouth.

      There’s an arena down there, stadium seats, sandy colored ground, and obstacles scattered within. People are trying to do damage to each other with swords and bare hands. It almost looks like a fair sport compared to an invisible wall trying to kill you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: chapter graphic]
        

      

      The wall doesn’t come. I don’t get crushed against the glass, and after a few moments I turn to take in my surroundings.

      I’m in a Saber hallway – one of many. There’s a door a few steps down the hall and I feel with my feet toward it, while still holding tight to the cut on my arm.

      The lettering looks familiar.

      Commander Pax familiar.

      Of course it is, I moan inwardly.

      Which means I’m not hanging around here – now that these walls are gone. I move down the corridor, up to a narrow closet type door and smack straight into a very solid nothing.

      Yay, I’m stuck right outside the Elorsin brothers’ rooms, and the minute one of them walks out here I’m going to need to run – but I’m not going to be able to go anywhere.

      There are three doors in this corridor. The Elorsins, the closet right beside me, and the third way down next to the corner.

      That far door opens sharply, slamming into the wall and letting out a cloud of steam. I catch a glimpse of a hairy male chest with a white towel wrapped around his waist, before barging my way into the narrow door beside me.

      Into the pitch black.

      I lean back against the wall, making the shelf rattle with the sounds of supplies before something falls and smashes at my feet.

      Crap! I think and jump away.

      Slamming straight into the shelf opposite and causing something else to crash to the ground. This time it’s something metal that bounces and clatters way too loudly. Kneeling, I feel around for it, trying to smother the noise, as light explodes into the room. I spin around, still low to the ground, to see Pax practically filling the doorway and blocking out any escape option.

      It’s a narrow door.

      My heart, which I thought was out of the energy needed to race, starts to hammer again as he steps into the room.

      Only one detail is on my mind – his clenched fists.

      I scamper backwards across the floor, not caring that I’ve let go of my bleeding arm or that I’ve pushed glass into my palm. My other hand wraps around something metal; I don’t even bother to look at it.

      The guy leans down to me, opens his mouth to say something, then just lets out a growl.

      His hand darts toward me and I raise the metal thing in defense – the metal thing which is some kind of circle with holes in it.

      Yep – I’m going to get my face broken because this is the worst weapon ever.

      With my eyes pinched shut and my body curled back in a ball I don’t see, but feel him grip the front of my shirt, then yank me to my feet and out of the cupboard. In an efficient march, with myself going backward and him walking forward, we move toward his rooms.

      I gulp, trying to find words, but decide they’re probably going to get me into more trouble.

      If there is such a thing.

      He presses my back to the wall beside the door. The rapid pounding of my heart against his fist catches his attention.

      Looking me up and down, his steely expression adjusts from just plain rage into rage-and-impending-lecture.

      “I’m not going to hit you,” he says.

      “I don’t believe you,” I manage to gasp out.

      “I can see that,” he grumbles, gripping his door handle and throwing the door open before continuing to walk me in – backwards, again.

      He shoves me away from him, and I hit the ground near the lounges.

      “Fix her up,” he says, throwing the order into the room, to someone behind me.

      I grab at my arm, pressing my palm against the knife cut. Or gash – I’d call it a gash. Sure, Cook’s wrapped a few scrapes and washed more than a few whip welts, but bleeding freely is new to me.

      It’s Four that moves to fill the space in front of me.

      I shuffle back, but he grabs my ankle so I can’t move.

      “Stay,” he says.

      I make the mistake of twitching my head in a little ‘no’ shake and end up with his knee pinning my leg painfully in place.

      “Okay, okay,” I gasp. “I won’t move.”

      He smiles, amused – asshole.

      He lifts his weight from my leg and settles in on the floor.

      Seth drops a bag next to me and I look at him accusingly.

      “Seth?” Pax asks, as if reading my mind.

      “I left her hiding behind a desk and in one piece. I didn’t leave her bleeding.”

      “The Potions Master’s desk?” Roarke asks. “You used her to play a prank on Logan?”

      Roarke laughs, and Seth throws himself down on the couch to my left, all casual and relaxed.

      “He was supposed to see a false future,” Seth says. “Not mess with Rycian’s locked ingredients and then start throwing tables around the room. I left her behind the desk and enjoyed watching Logan lose his shit until you guys arrived. She was safe.”

      “Then who made her bleed?” Pax asks, his commander voice settling into something calmer.

      Four pulls a few cloths from the bag and a bottle of something. I hold out my hand to take them, but he hesitates – so I waggle my fingers impatiently.

      Which he ignores. Instead he reaches up, gripping my shirt near the shoulder and in one sharp downward tug, rips the sleeve clean from its seams. He pulls it all the way off my arm and tosses it to the side.

      “You can scream,” he says, before dumping the contents of a bottle on my arm.

      Without a single gentle bone in his body he cups my arm in the cloth and pulls it straight down over the wound.

      I scream.

      “It helps,” he says, pinning the cloth over the wound before it can bleed all over the place again.

      “I could have distracted her,” Roarke says, almost like he doesn’t expect anyone to reply – and no one does.

      “Who attacked you?” Pax asks, stopping his pacing to squat down beside Four.

      I open my mouth to say ‘no one’, but then realize there’s a tinge of hope in his golden eyes.

      “Do you want me to say Logan?” I ask.

      “I want you to speak the truth,” he says.

      “I did, kind of, but by accident and with help,” I start blubbering. “I’m having a little problem with an invisible wall. Do you guys get those a lot around here?”

      Seth chuckles. “I want one.”

      But Pax is a better indicator of my current situation and judging by the confused angles of his brow – no, invisible walls are not something he’s heard of before. Explains why Clara wouldn’t even listen.

      “It’s a real, moving, invisible wall that keeps threatening to squash me,” I insist.

      Roarke gets up and stalks to the bookshelf, slipping three books down and dumping them on the low table right behind me with the kind of thud that makes me jump. So the lean guy with the long hair is the reader, and the scary big guy with the scar on his face is their healer. Not what I was imagining.

      “Don’t move,” Four says, taking the cloth off to inspect the wound.

      He grips my fingers with an icy touch, turning my arm to inspect it. Pain shoots up from my palm and on instinct, I pull away. His hand snaps firmly down and searing heat explodes out from under his grip. A warring of sensations, the hot pain and his icy fingers.

      I scream in earnest, buckling under his hold.

      “Easy,” Pax says, resting a hand on his brother’s shoulder.

      Hesitantly, Four’s grip relaxes and the sharpness eases, replaced by throbbing.

      “Let me go,” I growl through gritted teeth.

      “Watch your balls, Killian,” Roarke says, not looking up from the book in front of him.

      Killian, of course Four’s name would be Killian. Perfect. The Seed of Darkness has my arm in his grip, a grip I have no doubt is strong enough to crush my bones, and his name is Killian.

      Seth chuckles, leaning forward to pick up one of the books.

      “Don’t worry, he’s not going to break you,” Seth says.

      “I might,” Four – Killian – counters.

      I throw my head forward, trying to head-butt him and pretty sure he’ll move out of my way. He doesn’t and my forehead connects with his rock hard cheekbone.

      He doesn’t flinch, but my vision goes dark and my body weak. I collapse onto my back with a groan. Killian lets out a few huffs that must pass as a chuckle from the man.

      “I like her,” he says.

      With me mildly incapacitated, he turns my hand, palm up, and yanks out the piece of glass. I hiss, but a hiss is all I can manage.

      I don’t realize I’ve passed out until I’m stirring awake again. Still on their lounge, I realize. I struggle to open my eyes even a little bit, then let their heaviness win – closing them again. The light outside has begun to fade – so I’ve been on their couch for a few hours.

      “Where should we put her?” Killian asks.

      “Do you even know where the servants’ quarters are, Killian?” Roarke asks.

      “Pax,” Killian counters.

      “We don’t have time. Thanks to you, Chaos, we have an appointment with the Crown.”

      “Fantastic,” Seth says, but there’s no cheer in his tone.

      “We leave her here,” Pax says practically over the top of his brother.

      The door shuts, and I sit bolt upright.

      No, no, no. Panic rushes through me.

      I don’t have time to shake my brain into gear and properly analyze why I’m terrified. I jump to my feet, checking myself as I dash across the room. Still wearing the same clothes, that’s important, still with one sleeve ripped from my shirt. Very inconsiderate. But the bandage on my wrist is new, and probably twice as long as it needs to be. The thing goes all of the way down my wrist and wraps around the palm of my hand, too. I didn’t think the glass wounds were bad enough to warrant a bandage. When I spent days in the chain, and rubbed the skin from the same wrist trying to escape, Cook had wrapped it in thin gauze soaked with fresh honey. The scar’s permanent, wide and rough, but it healed up without infection. And it is now hidden under this overkill bandage.

      And that’s all the reflection time I get before realizing exactly why I’m running across a room after four guys who have made my life a misery and enjoyed every minute of it.

      My invisible wall.

      It hits me at double-speed and throws me against the door. The pain’s instant, no gentle pressing me to death this time. This time it feels like it’s trying to run right through me. I shake at the handle, but the door opens inwards, and I’ve got it pinned shut. My own weight making it impossible to open the thing.

      I’m going to die, there’s no other option here.

      So, I scream. Terror and pain bursting from my lips. I’m pinned so hard I can feel my ribs press in on my other organs.

      Then suddenly the pressure’s gone, and I fall backward onto the floor. Whimpering.

      I can’t help it. I can’t stop myself. Tears fill my eyes as I hug my chest tightly.

      The door bursts open, and Pax surveys the room before settling his gaze on me. He frowns, scoops me up, and deposits me back on the couch. Everything in me is trying to recover from almost dying – again – so I don’t have a spare nerve ending to care about being man-handled or to analyze the fact that when he approaches the wall retreats.

      “Senseless soot,” he mutters, turning back for the door.

      The other three have filed into the room.

      Seth gives me a worried look before turning to Killian. “She looks like she’s seriously in pain.”

      “She is,” Killian says.

      Pax stops and the look he shares with Killian shows how much they understand each other. No words needed.

      “I’ll take it away,” Roarke says advancing on me.

      “You can do that? You can get rid of the wall?” I ask.

      “There is no wall,” he says, waving at the books on the way past.

      I groan. Every bit of me feels tender, and my head’s pounding from being flattened without mercy against a door and from being so scared I was reduced to tears.

      This wall makes no sense, except for one key element.

      I snap my gaze to meet Seth’s.

      “It’s your fault,” I say.

      The guy holds his hands out like he’s completely innocent.

      “Whatever you did to Logan has messed something up. Messed my life up, or added to my messed up life. I’ve been stuck inside invisible walls since you and that potion.”

      “What exactly did you do?” Pax asks his brother, and not for the first time.

      “Technically, she did all the –”

      The guy probably keeps talking, but Roarke is perched on the edge of the table and without so much as a warning he puts his palm on my forehead, and my vision turns to white spots and weird sparkles.

      All the tension, the throbbing pain, the tightness through my chest, it all dissolves.

      “The fear’s genuine,” he says, taking his hand off my head and letting my vision return.

      “Of course it’s genuine,” I say, jumping up and putting some distance between us.

      The last time we were this close, I kicked him in the balls. And I had a good reason to.

      “We’re late,” Killian interrupts, which makes them all turn to the door.

      “You, stay. We’ll deal with you and your imaginary walls when we get back,” Pax orders.

      Then they leave.

      I’m hot on their heels and into the hall right behind them.

      “I can’t,” I say.

      “Then do what you want,” Pax calls back.

      “No, I literally can’t. I just can’t.”

      They’re not listening. I run after them and round the corner into a longer corridor.

      “Just watch, I’ll show you,” I call, wanting to add ‘please’ but I’m worried that pleading has a different effect on these guys than it does on normal people, the same way the word ‘please’ would make Lord Martin hungrier for retribution. They don’t turn around, so I take the risk anyway, uttering a meek little, “Please.”

      Seth and Roarke both stop, turning slowly to look back at me. They’re in the same order, I realize, Pax on the left followed by Seth, Roarke and Killian at the end. One, Two, Three, Four.

      I get the feeling that the other two only stop because of their brothers, but they do stop and when they’re all facing me, I sit on the floor.

      “Walk backward,” I say. “Please.”

      The only one who doesn’t look genuinely pissed off at me is Seth, then Roarke’s lip twitches in a curious smile and they all start walking backward.

      “Chaos,” Killian growls in warning.

      Pax slaps Seth on the back of the head, reinforcing his brother’s growl.

      “I didn’t put her up to it,” Seth says, rubbing his head.

      At first nothing happens, for just long enough that I begin to fear they’ll turn and march off before the wall hits me. Then the pressure appears at my back. Not hard and fast like last time, but it gently begins to slide me across the floor.

      It matches their pace, keeping an exact distance between us.

      Lifting my feet and hands in the air, I emphasise the fact that me sliding on my ass is entirely controlled by an invisible force.

      They stop, and the wall stops.

      I focus on Pax’s expression, which remains neutral. He leans across and whacks the back of his brother’s head so hard that Seth staggers forward a few steps. The wall behind me lurches back and I fall, just barely catching myself on my elbows.

      “Late,” Killian says again, as if this isn’t more important than some meeting with some Crown guy.

      Even if his name does sound a whole lot like lethal.

      “We can’t take her like that. She looks like we’ve had a round each with her,” Roarke says, but Pax is already moving.

      I gulp, clambering to my feet with a renewed rush of fear. But Pax isn’t coming to me, he jogs down the hallway and back toward his rooms.

      I wonder if my range of movement is now extended past wherever he is and take two steps after him, but no. The wall’s about where it should be. So either I need to be close to the majority, or each individual has me trapped within a pretty tight perimeter.

      Pax returns, throwing a shirt at me.

      “Put it on,” he growls.

      Despite being the leaner of the guys, he’s still a size bigger than me, at least.

      “Here?” I demand, in a hallway!

      Yes – an empty hallway, but who’s to say a group of guys won’t walk around the corner as soon as I get my chest out?

      “We’ll turn away,” Seth says.

      Pax already has his back to me, and Killian turns, grabbing Roarke’s long hair and making him turn too – but they also start walking.

      I run after them, tugging my ripped, dirty, and blood smeared servant’s top off and pulling Pax’s soft, long sleeved, smells-like-luxury black shirt on. Smells like something more than luxury actually, I just don’t have a word for it.

      Now I’m wearing slightly oversized male servant’s pants and definitely oversized son-of-the-last-Crown mixed with deadly-badass-killer’s shirt. Which does not sit well with me.

      I liked my tunic, stockings, and boots. So plain, so simple, so without any social connotations because aside from Lord Martin, everyone on the estate was a desperate-to-survive servant.

      And out of all that, I open my mouth and say, “It’s black. Servants wear white.”

      “I don’t care,” Pax says.

      I fall into step behind them, trying to blend into their shadows. Both Roarke and Seth reach back and grab me by a sleeve each. Pulling me in between them and fixing me in place with an arm each over my shoulders. One of them snatches the destroyed shirt from my grip and tosses it away.

      “We’ll hide you in a supply closet,” they say in unison.

      Killian grunts, Pax shakes his head, my stomach knots with dread, and I pull myself back out of their grip.

      I want to tell them that I have boundaries and that touching me is going too far, but I just follow, and together we walk deeper into the castle.
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      What they hide me in is a servant’s pantry. The kind that doesn’t actually do any cooking but accepts the food through a pulley system from the kitchens below. The servants in here arrange the food nicely on a platter and pour drinks to keep everyone happy out in the important room next door.

      Both walls are lined with narrow benches, the back wall is entirely made up of the pulley system, and behind us is the door. Add to that the multiple shelves lining everything from head height up to the roof and littered with glasses, jugs, plates and such. Grabbing things down, prepping them, and carrying them carefully out of here, pouring drinks and not spilling anything – that takes some elbow room, and this space has next to none of it.

      There are already three servants in here, and four Elite Saber brothers are standing at my back, so only Pax can actually fit inside the doorway. The rest are like a wall of muscle in the hallway outside. The servants stop everything they’re doing, and after a moment of pure confusion, they school their expressions into a picture of perfection. Nothing but a willingness to serve.

      Of course in this kingdom, Elite Sabers are like the most special of the special. I’m not sure what makes them so Elite, that’s on my long list of crap to ask questions about, but all the Sabers seem to get treated like royalty.

      “She stays here,” Killian says.

      His hands are clasped and resting in front of him, which would look relaxed on anyone else, but considering the big curved blade tucked into his belt, on Killian it’s a little unnerving.

      The redheaded serving girl all but gets on her hands and knees to kiss the ground. The other two servers are guys and both of them bow low, evidence of a tremor in their hands.

      “What is she required to do?” one of the guys asks, putting a tray of delicate cakes down on the bench beside him, and straightening the dark gray sash at his waist.

      The other two don’t have sashes and, seeing as though the servants’ clothing here is completely supplied without variation, his adjusting of that sash means something – I just don’t know what.

      “Just stay,” Pax says.

      No explanation. Nothing. That doesn’t even answer the guy’s question, because of course the guy wanted to know what the point of me is. He doesn’t want me in his space unless I’m working.

      “Yes, Saber,” the servant says, bowing.

      The other two follow suit.

      I might actually demand to know where the Elorsins are going, specifically how far away, but they’re out of here before I get a chance, and I’m left just staring at the space where they used to be.

      The door is the same as the ones in the Sabers’ kitchens with no handle and the ability to swing open in both directions. If a wall slams into my back, it should open for me – assuming no one jams a knife in the way.

      After a few breaths, someone clears their throat and I turn to see the guy with the sash handing the tray of cakes to the redhead. I step to the side and let her through, followed by the other guy carrying a pitcher of wine. Both of them leave with their heads held high in a look of pride, or determination, or maybe even superiority. Whatever it is, it’s nothing like the subordination, fear, and oppression that servants wear on the other side of the forest.

      Lord Martin’s servants die with hunched backs, callused hands and broken spirits. As much as this guy is scared of the Sabers, he’s also bloody proud to be a servant here. Like a badge of honor – like a dark gray sash that he gets to wear around his waist.

      “What can I do?” I ask.

      Standing around doing nothing is never good for passing the time, and if he shoves a pitcher of wine in my hands, that will let me eavesdrop on what’s going on out there.

      I need to know which direction they’re going to walk off in next, and at least two moves after that.

      It’s no different to knowing that Lord Martin always unties his bootlaces, pauses for a good twenty minutes, then begins to calculate retiring for the night.

      When he glances at his bootlaces, I need to disappear.

      Only I had thirteen years to get to know Lord Martin, and I had five more before that to understand the basics of my existence within my realm. Here, I’ve had a day.

      Not even a day.

      I stop searching the room for another pitcher of wine and turn what I hope are pleading eyes toward gray-sash-guy. He’s about my height, about my build, and about my age. Although I don’t have eyebrows thick enough to pluck and then knit a cloak with.

      “I should shove you in the waiter and send you down where you’ll be useful,” he says, waving a hand toward the pulley system, aka the waiter.

      “I kind of have instructions to stay here,” I say.

      “Not from me, not on my shift. There will be repercussions for this.”

      His eyes bore into my torso, running down my arms, skirting around my collar, all the while laced with jealousy.

      “I don’t have time for someone like you,” he says, and if we weren’t indoors, I think he’d actually spit at me.

      That’s another great reason to get out of this room, and I have an idea for how I can do it.

      “What are you wearing under that?” I ask, motioning to his shirt.

      He chuffs.

      “I’m serious, I’ll swap you. This thing’s not my style.” And I can’t resume my role as a servant with this thing on.

      The guy grits his teeth as he turns to pull the ropes and send the box with one empty wine bottle in it down to the kitchen.

      “Stash it in a cupboard and wear it to bed, I don’t really care,” I say.

      Crap, I wish I was better with violence.

      I could throw a few good threats at Jake, but the one time I really hurt him was completely by accident – if you can call throwing a rock at someone an accident. I mean, I threw the rock, but I fully thought it would smash into the ground nowhere near him.

      I don’t have rocks in here. I have some blunt cake knives, glasses that I want to avoid breaking, and another tray of cakes being hauled up in the waiter.

      “Fine,” I say, snatching the tray of cakes before the guy has a chance to let go of the ropes. “What will the repercussions be if I leave this room, wearing these clothes, and throw this tray in the lap of that Crown out there?”

      His eyes go wide, shoulders stiffening, face blanching – yep, that did it.

      “I’ll make sure to tell him I’m under your orders,” I add.

      The guy works his buttons open like each one requires some thought. Underneath he’s wearing a light undershirt – because of course there was that option amongst the shelves of clothing that I didn’t bother to explore. New problem, rip my top off in front of some stranger in the close quarters of basically a glorified cupboard or scratch the idea of getting out there and finding out what’s going on.

      I put the tray of cakes down and reach for the sleeve that he’s managed to get out of. Gripping the fabric and nearly tearing the thing off him.

      With my back turned to him, which means my front is to the damned door, I slip Pax’s shirt off and pull the new one on, tossing the soft black garment behind me. Servant clothing, while clean and well made, is like wearing dry leaves compared to the Sabers’ soft moss. I still can’t pick what Pax’s shirt smells like. Velvety and warm and sweet all at the same time. This servant though, and I don’t even care to ask him his name, smells like soured milk. I almost sniff myself to double check that it’s his scent and not mine that’s making me scrunch my nose up.

      The guy folds the black shirt neatly and places it on a shelf.

      “You’ll need these,” he says, shoving the cake tray into my hands and smiling wickedly. “And when you return, I’ll have you sent to the stocks.”

      “Been there today already,” I drawl, gathering my composure, ready to step out the door.

      “The whipping posts, then, or straight to the wall, or just a grave.”

      I swallow hard. The guards here can knock a person out with one touch. Waking in the stocks was a horrible experience, but the thought of waking on a whipping post sends a convulsion of fear through me. Forget whatever the wall is.

      I can picture that post and how a person would be chained to it. I can feel it –

      But I don’t have time for that now, I growl inwardly and force myself through the door.

      I’m going to get whipped. I’m going to get whipped. I’m going to get whipped, the thought chimes through my mind so strongly that when I step out of the servant’s pantry, I almost take a giant step to the left with every intention of bolting down the stairs.

      For all the good it would do me.

      “Pleasure,” Roarke’s voice drifts out from the right, and my feet find the courage to move toward him.

      Or, at least, I let myself believe it’s courage.

      The room is a new kind of huge, but I have all of twenty steps between me and a big guy in an ornate chair – my destination. I keep my gaze trained on the space in front of me, snapping up bits of information as I move. There is no obvious roof, just deep red and blanched white branches – like we’re at the top of a tree and all its branches have been gathered, pulled toward the sky, and twisted to hold them in place. Leaving a flower-bud-shaped room, the very tip of which is three stories above my head. Sun streams in between the branches, reflecting off the white stone floor. Not much else is in here: one big chair on a raised platform which could easily fit a big dining table and ten place settings.

      The four brothers are standing in a line, like servants being scolded before a master.

      Except they’re not servants, and the scolding doesn’t seem to be working. They’re bristling, not cowering.

      “Enjoy,” the guy in the chair, the Crown, drawls, leaning forward, with his leather gloves creaking against the solid timber chair.

      A sign he’s barely containing some serious rage.

      Six necklaces slip from the V of his shirt and swing heavily in front of his chest, each one adorned with a small glass ball of sand seated in the center of gnarled black pieces of wood. I swear they’re actually smoldering. Clumps of shoulder length black hair fall around his face, his chin lowered but his gaze raised in a way that intensifies his expression.

      I make my way toward the serving girl just behind the man.

      “We would be delighted with the opportunity to kiss your ass–” Roarke begins to say, before Pax clears his throat and the guy falls silent.

      “There are more problems brewing in our kingdom than you four refusing to release your ill-placed rebellion over my position,” the Crown says.

      “We had a deal. You leave us alone in the White Castle, keep your grimm away from here. And in turn we’ll leave you, the Black Castle, and your grimm alone. Sending your nephew to spy on us and challenging us in tournament every chance you get is breaking that deal.”

      “The border chooses who resides within this Castle – I do not,” Lithael growls. “The border released my niece and nephew from stasis because it needs them. And now the border is weakening. If our border goes down, our realm will crash through into the mortal world, and I don’t need that kind of a problem.”

      “We know it’s weakening,” Pax sounds down-right pissed off now. “Send us to deal with it – put us on assignment,” Pax says.

      The guy is like stone. All appearance of being perfectly controlled – so controlled that anger is screaming off him.

      “I don’t have that power either,” Lithael says dismissively.

      Then two things happen at once. The serving girl almost has a heart attack over me approaching, and I realize the guy with the gray sash set me up – because what man giving a lecture wants not one, but two whole plates of delicate little cakes?

      Pax’s head snaps around to me, but I school my features and move like the perfect servant that I’ve been trained to be.

      Even when the Crown’s arm darts out and sends the redhead’s plate flying, making her squeak and scuttle across the floor to collect the cakes scattered nearby.

      And I swear the guy with the wine just pissed himself.

      Bloody. Stupid. Servants.

      What I’d give for regular people with an even amount of fear – rather than this lot who act invincible until they’re actually in the presence of a master, where they fall to pieces.

      “Seth Elorsin,” the Crown says. “You’re stripped of rank and to replace a stable boy until the full moon. I may not be able to strip you of your foolish opinions, but I do enjoy having you play the servant.”

      Unlike the girl on the floor grabbing at cakes, or Seth who’s giving me death stares, I don’t falter. I swallow down the dark gnawing growing from the pit of my stomach and continue the last two steps at a perfect-servant’s pace.

      Turning around is not an option.

      “I always enjoy that,” the Crown says.

      Just words, I tell myself. Just words that feel like the cold hand of death.

      The redheaded serving girl stops moving, not that she was making much noise, but her suddenly being frozen leaves the room intensely quiet.

      “As you wish,” Pax says.

      I lower myself to one knee, bow my head, and present the plate to the Crown, and I’m prepared to wait here. Wait and listen, for as long as it takes.

      The redhead seems to be trying to take just as long to collect the mess from the ground… she’s still not moving.

      She’s not even breathing. Every part of her is frozen and every part of her is turning blue. Except her hair. The red strands turning black one at a time.

      The Crown lets out a long, satisfied breath. As far as I can tell, he’s not even looking at her, but he’s doing this, he has to be, and enjoying it.

      I still my hands before they can even think about trembling.

      What the fuck am I supposed to do?!

      She’s dying, she’s right there. I could reach out and touch her if I tried. But I don’t have magic, not even the regular kind and certainly not whatever this is…

      This is the power of a DeathSeed.

      The Crown is practically death itself, and he’s killing this girl. Becoming the Crown involved usurping the Elorsins, but those four brothers aren’t moving to stop this guy – which means that even an Elite Saber is vulnerable. That the four of them are no match to this one guy.

      And this girl is going to die.

      Inside, I want to scream. Outside, I remain perfectly still.

      A low rumble emits from one of the guys. The Crown waves his hand and a blast of energy sends me, the girl, and all the cakes hurtling across the room.

      The girl gasps and screams. I pick myself up, collect my tray and take measured steps toward the door.

      I know I’d never do this to someone I love, someone like Jake, but Jake would never have let me walk into this mess. None of the servants on the estate would have.

      “Dismissed,” the Crown shouts.

      As the Elorsin brothers turn and stride out of the room, the Crown’s angry tone twists into one of dark delight.

      I’m one step out the door with the four guys right behind me when the thing slams shut and blood-curdling screams shatter out in every direction.

      I turn toward the servant’s pantry, my tray clutched in front of me and seconds from being used as a deadly weapon. A servant in his undershirt and with a streak of grey across his middle dashes out, sprinting for the stairs.

      Chuck no. I give chase, pelting him over the back of the head with the serving tray. He stumbles, then trips and crashes down a dozen steps. I have my tray lifted for strike number two when Killian’s arm wraps around my waist, hoisting me off the ground. He keeps walking like a person would if they were stealing an apple off a cart.

      Roarke pulls the tray from my fingers and tosses it behind him. The thing hits the wall with a clang that echoes around us. He’s not smiling, neither is Seth, but they both offer me a measured glance that says ‘we’ve got this covered.’

      Which is a completely stupid thing to assume. Killian hoists me a little higher, running a hand over my head, like that will pacify me, as we reach the bottom of the stairs.

      He sets me on my feet in front of him without even breaking his stride, and I hurry to match his pace.

      “He’s taunting us,” Seth snaps. “Did he hurt her?”

      “She’s fine,” Killian says.

      “Not for long,” Pax growls.

      Killian pushes me to the right. Moving me out of Pax’s reach and putting me beside Roarke. I shuffle, trying not to trip over my own feet. Roarke takes over, drawing on the back of my shirt until I’m nestled with Roarke on my left and Seth on my right.

      “In case we need to run,” Seth says under his breath, his fingers lacing through mine.

      We move like a wall of muscle trying not to look like we just left a murder scene. People empty out whole hallways when they see us coming. No, not us – them.

      When they see the Elorsins.

      I try to force that distinction into my mind even as I lean in closer to Seth’s side.

      The Seed of Chaos should not feel comforting, I tell myself. But he really, really does.

      Normal me wouldn’t need to have this conversation.

      Not everyone makes themselves scarce. Some Sabers stare, looking amused – like they know what just happened and they’re entertained by it.

      “Seth,” Pax says, and my moving body armor chuckles and clears his throat.

      Then the six Sabers that we’re about to pass all lose their clothes.

      Poof.

      Gone.

      Chuckin’ naked.

      “You ordered a distraction?” Seth asks.

      “Perfect,” Pax says, and we keep walking.
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      Killian and Roarke enter the suite first, vanishing into their separate rooms before I’m even through the door.

      “Seth,” Pax says, closing the door with a measure of restraint.

      Seth lets go of my hand and leaves me standing in the narrow entrance hall to their rooms with Pax just behind me.

      The man is so close that I can feel the air ripple with his every breath. Somewhere out of sight, another door shuts. They’re all shut. It’s just Pax and me.

      I turn around very slowly. Trying to pull in some of that perfect servant steel from just moments ago.

      I can’t. The screams are still ringing in my ears.

      Pax covers the distance between us with quicker than human speed. I’d step back, but there’s nowhere to go, just a wall behind me and a wall behind him. The stupid narrow little entrance that someone decided to build into the design of their suite.

      He stands over me at full height with just enough space left that our clothing doesn’t touch – but only just. I consider lifting a hand to push him back or at least give him the impression that I have boundaries. But at this point, any movement at all might make him bite.

      Leaning forward, his light stubble grazes along my cheek. Then he sniffs right about where my shirt collar is.

      His hand presses into my stomach, flattens against my shirt, then collects a fist full of the fabric.

      “If I say ‘stay’, you stay,” he growls.

      His lips are right beside my ear, but this is more than that. This is a cage falling in on my mind and branding that rule, his rule, into my brain. Into my very existence.

      I nod.

      He pulls me out from the wall and forces me to walk backward into the room. At his full height, he’s staring down at me, his chin almost touching my forehead. The distance between us stays exactly the same, and even if I could comprehend any other option I still wouldn’t fight this.

      Everything in me right now is screaming that Pax is existence. Pax is law. Pax is Alpha.

      So, I don’t get time to think as I’m marched backward into his room, or as he shoves me onto the edge of his bed. I barely get a chance to inhale when he steps away from me to scoop up an already packed bag off the floor, followed by a shirt that he throws hard at my chest.

      “Get that shirt off. You smell like a traitor,” he says, angry growled tones laced through every word.

      He leaves me, shutting the door behind him, and I slouch forward like a puppet whose strings were just cut. Then the shaking starts.

      I try to distract myself by ripping the servant’s shirt off my back. Then by punching a wall. Pax has no windows, and the only light filtering in is around the closed door, which probably doesn’t matter because punching things hurts no matter what you’ve punched.

      I shove my arms into Pax’s shirt and pull the thing down over my head, enveloping me in what I thought was luxury before; now I realize it’s calm. Pax’s very scent calms me. Like a cub laying to rest on a bed of moss.

      Opening the door, I step out into the lounge room, hugging myself and holding the collar of Pax’s shirt up over my mouth and nose. Each of my breaths are tainted with a hint of his calm.

      All of them look up, followed quickly by Pax snapping a blade that he was inspecting back into its scabbard and tossing the thing across to Killian. Those two lose interest in me and focus on the array of weapons, but Seth and Roarke do not.

      “She’s fine,” Killian says, tossing a still-sheathed dagger across the room and smacking Seth in the side of the head with it. “No thanks to you.”

      The guy doesn’t flinch, only breaking his gaze from mine to snap the last clasp shut on his bag.

      “I deserve that,” he says.

      “We’re lucky Logan wasn’t in there. Clearly he hasn’t told his uncle about her yet, or she wouldn’t have been overlooked as a servant. He’s up to something,” Roarke says, adjusting his bag.

      Bags. They all have bags. The table and couches are covered in weapons that are quickly being checked and stowed away.

      “Not discussing it,” Killian grunts as he pulls his cloak on.

      He looks exactly like the first time I saw him.

      “Will someone tell me what just happened?” I ask, trying to sound determined and strong but not really achieving it.

      All I get is an angry glare.

      “He killed those people. That man on the throne killed those people,” I whisper, like hearing myself say it will honor their spirits.

      “Not a throne,” Roarke says, his voice disarmingly soft as he tosses his cloak over his shoulder. “That should be where the dignitary’s table sits.”

      “You’re going somewhere?” I ask, my voice box failing me on most of the syllables.

      “We are all going somewhere,” Pax growls.

      At the same time Roarke says, “Crown’s orders.”

      “But he only said Seth had to work in the stables…” I trail off.

      It doesn’t matter where they’re going, I just have to know because I need to go with them.

      Need to.

      The kind of need to that can crush your insides, break your bones, and probably throw you off a cliff too.

      There’s a rhythm of buckles slipping into place as all of them complete their packing.

      “Elorsins are a tetrad,” Pax says, hoisting the weight of his bag over one shoulder and gripping his sword, sheathed but not attached to his belt, in his other.

      Pax files out of the room first, then Seth, then Roarke. I’m watching, waiting for Killian to leave, and equally waiting for my knees to buckle and my heart to stop beating.

      Killian does go next, but my knees don’t buckle. So, knowing that an invisible wall will be sliding through here as soon as these guys get down the hall, I fall into last place.

      “Good little shadow,” Killian says.

      Anywhere near these four is like midday in the middle of an open field, the complete opposite of being in the shadows or the shade – as I walk at a good-little-servant’s distance behind them.

      “Commander Pax,” someone says, bowing to Pax right here in the middle of the hall and waiting for permission to speak.

      The guy’s in regular clothing, a brown shirt with leather at the cuffs and a pair of loose cotton pants – so, not a servant. But he waits like he’s ready to serve.

      “Make it quick,” Pax grumbles.

      “Tanilya just lost its third. The triune has been disbanded.”

      “How?”

      “Their assignment was along the border. I don’t know anything else.”

      Pax pats him on the shoulder, partly in a thank-you gesture, and partly to move him out of the way.

      “Spread the news,” Pax says.

      The guy runs off, and we keep moving. Nothing else is said, and I really don’t think this is a good time for questions.

      We arrive at the stables, which are on the other side of the castle, at sunset. There’s no one else around, but the boys seem to know what they’re doing, and where to go.

      They ignore the gentle sounds that the horses make as we enter the building. I ignore them too, a weariness taking hold of me with claws that curl and pierce deep into my core. I just keep following them. Turning corners, going in circles, I don’t even know. But the boys do. They walk purposefully until we reach a dead end. There’s still some light streaming in through high windows made from twisted branches, arranged to form rough squares and rectangles. With glass that has been molded into the natural bumps and curves of the timbers. The stalls have been built using highly polished branches that are angled and fitted to divide the horses and look beautiful at the same time.

      The stalls end, the space opening up into an expanse of slate floor, swept clean of even a single piece of straw. A whole wall of branches, woven so thick that not even a sliver of light escapes, blocks our path. Pax lightly touches the wall, and the branches retreat, untangling to let him pass. They all follow him through, with only a pause as the opening grows to accommodate Killian’s extra height.

      I glimpse inside. More stalls.

      Four of them arranged around the outside wall of a pentagonal room. Four horses that I roughly recognize as the ones the boys were riding when I first saw them.

      No other exit.

      “Get inside,” Pax says over his shoulder.

      A ten-year-old rushes out from somewhere and bows to Pax.

      “Shall I saddle the horses?”

      “No,” Killian replies. “Leave.”

      “Yes, Sir. I’ll inform the Stable Master,” the boy says, dashing out the door and straight past me without a second glance.

      Seth vanishes out of sight and big rectangular hay bales start flying into the middle of the room.

      “Get inside,” Pax repeats, stopping with his back still to me.

      The branches begin to stretch themselves into place – closing.

      Branches don’t do that where I’m from.

      “I’ll sleep out here,” I say, motioning to the floor, or a corner, I really don’t care.

      No one’s looking at me, so I’m not sure why I bothered.

      Pax slips through the door just before it closes. His movement didn’t slow the branches down, either. None of his brothers follow. Just him and me, and he looks pissed.

      “Sorry,” I say, the word escaping before I’ve had a chance to put myself in check.

      Sorry for not listening? For not obeying? For not hiding in the servant’s pantry? For pouring the bottle of blue liquid over Logan’s books? For drawing attention to myself on Lord Martin’s pole?

      I step toward the wall on my left, but he doesn’t let me pass.

      “You need to listen,” he says, no arm movements to elaborate, just words.

      Deep sending-tingles-down-my-spine words.

      “Sorry,” I say again, and I press my eyes shut against the horrible way that word makes me feel.

      I pull in a few shuddering breaths before opening my eyes again. He hasn’t moved and was probably watching me the whole time I fought back tears. Every detail.

      I open my mouth, the word ‘sorry’ on my tongue, again, but he shakes his head, and I let the word evaporate.

      “You need sleep,” he says it as a stern observation. “Get inside.”

      He brushes his fingers over the wood and stands back.

      I walk into the room, not trying to argue a second time. He’s right about the sleep, and he’s not going to let me defy him on this a second time. I move into the corner of the room where a single sitting chair has been pushed back and out of the way. Curling up into a ball with my shoulder buried against the wooden back and the wide arms of the thing cocooning around me.

      Not comfortable. But make a person tired enough, and comfort is no longer important.

      What’s left of my brain switches off, and I fall into a dark, shallow, sleep.

      Bits of conversation drift into my dreams, mixing with memories. The image of the redhead suffocating. The vibration of her screams through my bones. I’m not sure which of it is real and which of it is my fried brain trying to make sense of my scrambled life.

      “Where is it?” Pax asks, his voice dancing with the confusion of my dream.

      “Where you told me to put it,” Seth says.

      “No, it’s not,” Pax counters. “But that’s why I trusted a trickster to hide the most valuable thing in our possession.”

      Killian growls, and it’s enough to draw me out of the dark depths of my dream.

      I’m frozen, my heart beating a thousand miles a minute. Still in a chair, I note. A horse shuffles softly nearby, confirming we’re still in the stables too. I don’t move, don’t even open my eyes.

      “She did it,” Killian says.

      “What?” all three brothers ask, not fazed by his sudden bad mood.

      “Made twenty-three words – a clear cut instruction – into a riddle.”

      “The instruction was clear – collect the remnant from the farm on the border. Speak with a man named Lord Martin, but believe the word of a bird,” Seth says. “We’ve got a statue of a three-thousand-year-old knightsing. Those things are extinct – that makes it a remnant.”

      “And there’s only one Lord Martin, and he has the only farm on that side of the border, and he was the kind of worm that made me want to slit his throat rather than hear him speak,” Roarke adds.

      “Pheasant,” Killian says.

      One word that makes the whole room silence.

      Nobody else speaks.

      I unwillingly fall back to sleep.

      “… has to be rules,” Pax is saying, his light voice comes out of nowhere – none of his powerful-commander attitude hanging off the syllables.

      He’s just talking like their brother, like an equal.

      As I listen, birds flutter about from tree to tree like the voices are an overtone to a dream, or in the dream, or I’m in a dream and imagining them.

      “Roarke is never to be left alone with her,” Seth says, none of his air of light-hearted-trickster present.

      And those two missing constants make me listen harder, the dream birds dissolving. If they’re sobering enough to pull themselves onto an even playing field, what they’re saying must be important.

      “No one touches her,” Pax says.

      “What if she wants us to?” Roarke asks, and he’s not even being a smart ass about it.

      “Don’t,” Killian says.

      “What if we need to, if she happens to fall over? Or if we decide she looks uncomfortable in that stupid chair?” Seth asks. “Except for Roarke,” he adds.

      Pax lets out a noise that makes me think he’s rolling his eyes.

      “If it’s needed, then I’ll cage my Allure. I can do that for short periods of time,” Roarke says, not even sounding hurt. “But we can’t let her out of our sight.”

      “We can’t do that anyway,” Pax points out.

      “You’re welcome,” Seth says.

      I lose my battle to listen, falling back into dreamless nothingness.

      Falling into a familiar rose garden. Behind my small five-year-old body, a hay cart is rolling toward the decrepit shed in the distance. He’ll drive back this way in a few hours and let my mother and I climb aboard. It’s been our good fortune that the monthly delivery for the prized bulls ambled past our isolated cottage on the night my brother fell ill with the Taridan flu. Mother shuffles me to the Lord’s door and rings out two loud knocks. It’s the middle of the day and the garden is alive with the buzz of bees and the sweet tickle of roses against the nose.

      A short, round, woman answers the door, the thing groaning loudly as she opens it just enough to let us enter.

      “Oh, Kadence,” the woman says, a knowing tone underlying the words.

      My mother juts her chin in the air, her grip firming around my hand, and she marches straight past the woman. Down the dark entrance hall. Into a dark sitting room, the kind clearly made for entertaining important guests, up a set of stairs on the left wall and into a private dining space. The round woman follows right behind, making small huff and grunt sounds that hint at a bad taste in the back of her throat.

      But she doesn’t say a thing. Just pats at her apron, sending a few puffs of flour into the air.

      The man at the head of the nine seater table drops his fork with a loud metallic clang and stands, clasping his hands behind his back. The movement thrusts his chest out further as he paces onto the big round rug between the dead hearth and us.

      “The only servants who enter my home are ones on their hands and knees,” he says, the words filling every corner of the too large room.

      Mother promptly kneels, but that defiant angle of her chin doesn’t change. The woman behind us grips my shoulders and tries to draw me backward, but Mother and I’s hands are clasped too tight, and I find myself kneeling beside her.

      “We’ve come to beg you for a loan, my Lord. My husband and son need a healer, and they need one now,” her hand trembles as she speaks, but that’s the only sign of her fear.

      “I don’t give loans to servants who can not repay them,” the Lord draws out the words, a disinterested and malicious stab to them.

      “We have no coin, but I can repay you with anything you want.”

      “I want the girl,” he says, waving a finger toward me.

      But the way his gaze stays on my mother, that crooked line of evil from the corner of his lips to his eyes, I wonder if he’s actually talking about me at all.

      Mother swallows and nods. “When she turns ten, she will come to serve you.”

      The Lord smiles. “And I want you, now.”

      A shiver of revulsion runs through my mother. But the words that leave her mouth are strong.

      “The healer is three golds, and we need a cart to get to Hirana.”

      The Lord moves to the mantle, where a coin purse sits as if to tease the servants.

      He slips coins from it, before crossing the room and holding them out to me. I possibly should have been scared, but it was coin. I knew its value, but had never seen a single one myself. So I snatched them up in my little fingers.

      The smile on the man’s lips broadened and, in a snap, his fingers were tangled in my mother's beautiful dark hair. Pulling her across the room.

      Her terrified eyes sought mine. Locked on. Turned hard.

      “Go,” she said, her voice firm despite the Lord throwing her to the ground.

      Despite the practiced movements that had his belt off.

      The woman behind me snatched me back, but the sound of leather on flesh rang through the stairwell. Through the sitting room.

      Ripping and slicing through the whole damn building.

      I sat on Cook’s kitchen bench for I have no idea how long. Waiting.

      When my mother finally staggered toward the hay cart, her dress torn, I moved in utter terror and pure confusion behind her, the coins still clasped in my hand.

      Clasped so tight that when the Lord seized me by the hair and snatched them from my grip, they dug in and drew blood.

      I didn’t care about the blood. Only cared for the hand in my hair, and the series of events that I’d begun to witness. Not that, at that age, I truly knew what those events were. My growing mind had filled in the gaps, nightmare after nightmare.

      “I will pay you the coin, when you deliver her to me,” he said, his voice stone-calm.

      Then he turned and walked back into the Manor.

      My mother scooped me up, despite the welts I could see on her back and neck, and ran to the hay cart.

      “I will hide you, my child. I will put you back where you came from before I give you to that man,” she whispered.

      And died a month later.

      The dream begins to fade.

      Strong arms wrap around me and lift me straight up into the air.

      Real arms, holding me against a real man’s chest.

      I freak out, in true peasant-girl style, throwing myself away from the person and landing ready to run before I’ve even opened my eyes.

      Seth chuckles lightly.

      “Quite the reaction,” he says.

      I spin, realizing the rest of the Elorsin brothers are still in the room. Sitting on hay bales arranged in a square around two more bales that are being used as a table. A table that’s littered with the remains of a small feast.

      Roarke levels his dark eyes on me and makes no attempt to pull his long hair back from his face. The smile lingering in the corner of his lips plays at pure innocence.

      Killian stretches, then leans back against the stall wall behind him, running his gaze over me from feet to forehead – calculating, but what, I can’t tell. His features are like granite, and the scar that cuts deep across them makes it impossible for me to think of him as calculating anything but pain.

      “I was going to put you in the bed,” Seth says, motioning with one arm toward where four beds have been crafted from more hay bales and draped in horse rugs. “You looked uncomfortable,” he adds, motioning back to the small sitting chair in the corner that has left me with a cramp in the neck.

      “Not tired,” I declare, crossing the room and sitting on the makeshift couch next to Killian.

      He’s the only one I can trust not to make this more awkward. Seth was the one just holding me, so I’m not sitting in the empty hay bale couch right beside where he’s about to sit. Pax and Roarke aren’t options, either. I snatch up a half-eaten roll, curl my knees up to my chest, and wrap my spare arm around them. There’s plenty of room between Killian and I, but I angle myself so he can’t misconstrue my choice in seats as an invitation.

      He huff-grunts, smiling, but not actually looking at me.

      Something that, for some stupid reason, makes Pax’s frown deepen as his attention swings from his deadly brother to me.

      “The sootling doesn’t like being comfortable?” Pax inquires.

      “The sootling doesn’t like being touched,” I counter.

      “You can put yourself into a bed; the night’s only young,” Roarke says, as Seth sits on the spare couch in exactly the spot I predicted he would.

      The high windows that line the space between the walls and the roof angle out onto the night, a glimmer of stars between clouds, and the silhouettes of trees dancing gently in the breeze.

      Even my bones feel tired, but I don’t feel comfortable in my own skin, and after Seth scaring the bralls out of me, the last thing I can do is put myself into the most vulnerable position possible. Laying down in the middle of this open space, with four guys in here, screams of stupid.

      Pax leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees.

      “We have rules,” he begins.

      “I can follow rules,” I say, my mouth half-full.

      He looks up, his golden eyes piercing me from across the room.

      “Best you just listen, lass,” Roarke says.

      I swallow and nod. The asshole sounds reasonable when he’s not using me as entertainment.

      When they’re not using me as entertainment, they fall into four categories. Scary-as-venom Killian, then reasonable-but-still-scary Roarke, pleasant-but-still-dangerous Seth, and hates-me Pax.

      Not hates – loathes. In the same kind of way that a dog loathes the crow who stole his bone. A really big dog. With really big teeth. That sneaks up on that crow and rips him to pieces… her. Rips me to pieces.

      “You are where we can see you at all times,” Pax says, waiting for me to nod before he continues. “You don’t talk to any-bloody-one. Not even a servant, and you’re never to act like you’re being held against your will.”

      “Why?”

      “We can commandeer any servant, any time, but not against their will,” Killian explains.

      “But it is against my will. I just want to get out of here,” I shoot a glare at Seth – who winces.

      “What?” Pax asks.

      “I forgot. I did promise to get her over the border.”

      “Not happening,” Pax says.

      Two very important issues with this growing dynamic begin to freeze over my soul. One, no group of SaberSeed warriors want a sootling who only knows how to scrub things clean following them around. The novelty will wear off, and since I can’t leave their company with an invisible wall in the equation, the only logical solution is that they’ll end my life. And then, if my dead body still wants to follow them around, they’ll set fire to it and turn my flesh and bones to literal ash and soot. Which will still want to cling to their shadows. They’ll either become known as the Shadow Brothers and people will fear them even more for the freaky magic around them – or they’ll bottle me and wear me as some kind of decoration.

      I swallow hard – because none of that scares me more than issue number two. A strong, powerful, male can only stand being alone in a room with a female for so long. For Lord Martin, it was less than an hour. My gaze flickers to Roarke.

      “I won’t be the one you stay in the room with. I’ve been banned,” Roarke says, but with the same confident air that he uses to try and make people do what he wants.

      Killian clears his throat.

      “And I’ll respect your free will,” Roarke adds, not in his Allure tone.

      His face sobers to the point where I actually believe him, which makes me even more worried. The only way I’d believe the man is if he made me believe him.

      Somewhere in my sleep-deprived brain I know I heard them discussing this – but I press for more information.

      “Anything else?” I ask Pax.

      “You’ll respect his space,” Pax says, pointing at me then Roarke in turn.

      My eyes go wide with horror at just the notion. Horror, not shock or surprise, but seriously-can’t-breathe-or-move horror.

      Not because Roarke isn’t good looking, or the kind of man that other servants dream about bedding. Not because I never want to sleep with a man in my life – like maybe I want to die with my virginity still intact – because I don’t.

      No, the emotion running through me is because making advances on a guy, on someone who looks and acts like a god, on someone who is the equivalent to a prince, is… impossible. It’s only ever going to happen if said guy, in this case Roarke with the ability to magically lure someone into doing things they don’t want to, has done something to me. Like when I was under his bed and my ability to keep my buttons fastened had vanished. Would he do that to me now? Would he make me cross that line so he doesn’t have to?

      Can he do that?

      I still can’t breathe.

      “Pax,” Killian warns.

      “Follow the rules, sootling, and you won’t get hurt,” Pax says, already getting up, grabbing his weapon off the ground by his feet and storming out the door.

      That’s when I manage to grab in a lungful of air, my mind scrambling for a way to get myself out of this room and into the real air outside. I need an excuse – and a shower, even a cold one, would really feel good right now.

      “Someone needs to walk me down to the servant’s bathroom because I can’t go there myself,” I say, my tone more accusatory than I intended. More demanding. “Please.”

      “No,” Killian says.

      “I need to bathe. I need fresh clothes.”

      Killian picks up two weapons and leaves the room, so I turn to Seth.

      “It’ll take me five minutes. Wash, grab some clothes, get back here.” Now I’m practically begging.

      “Pax wouldn’t like it,” he says.

      “Since when does my showering affect your commander’s specific tastes?” I demand.

      “Since he gave you his shirt.”

      “What does that matter?” I demand. “And he didn’t bloody want to. None of your clothes would even come close to fitting me.”

      “No, the second time. After our ranks were stripped – he gave you his shirt.”

      I throw my hands up in the air with frustration, getting off the couch and walking toward the door with every hope that Seth will follow me.

      In a weird way, I trust him. I shouldn’t, he bloody got me into this mess, but I do. I’ve been alone with him, I’ve actually been alone in a very tight spot with him holding me in place – and none of it was tinged with him seeing me as an object to be conquered.

      “Then I’ll give it back to him,” I say.

      I grab at the neck of my shirt, tugging it violently to make the fabric shiver. Pax appears out of nowhere, like the guy just slipped through the door without any of the others even hinting he was coming, and yanks the waist of the shirt back into place.

      A low grumble rolls through his body.

      “You wouldn’t understand,” he says.

      He steps around me and marches across the room, picking up another sword. Whatever he and Killian are planning on doing, they’ve decided it involves two weapons each.

      The door into here is closing, but I hadn’t heard it open or his footsteps.

      Roarke chuckles.

      “We don’t play well with others,” he says softly.

      Pax lets out a grunting noise, then walks back to me. If it’s Pax who has the issue here, then it’s him I need to talk to.

      “Then you need to take me. I need a wash. I need clothes.”

      And I need to pee about as desperately as I’ve ever needed to. I found servants’ toilets dotted around the palace yesterday, that is up until the point when an invisible wall restricted my movements.

      I’ll deal with the fact that they’re being awfully weird about my clothing after I’ve peed.

      The man tosses his blades across to Seth without even looking, and Seth snatches the things gracefully out of the air.

      “Go keep Killian from destroying the training yards,” Pax says, adding a stern point toward the door just for me. “Go.”

      I turn on my heels, scuttle the short distance to the wall, and run my fingers along the smooth branches. Branches without leaves, but with all the bumps and imperfections, as if they’re still attached to their trees.

      Pax reaches across and touches a spot nowhere near my hand. Instantly there’s movement and the doorway begins to open.

      “Sootlings don’t have Seeds of power,” Pax mutters.

      “I’m going to the Citadel Library to research invisible walls, and maybe speak to the Citadel dignitaries – see what they know,” Roarke says.

      “Don’t linger,” Pax says.

      “I’ll grab and go,” Roarke agrees, followed by the sounds of a horse being saddled.

      “What is this place?” I ask. “Some kind of secret room inside the stables?”

      It’s a question that entered my mind when we got here, but was pushed aside by exhaustion and all those other things.

      “We grew up between this castle and the Black Castle,” Pax says. “Mother let us build as many hidey-holes and hidden nooks into the castle’s magic as we wanted. The Stable Master knows it’s here. One of three tack-boys never leaves it unattended. It will do for a phase.”

      As he talks, he overtakes me, then practically glides down the various halls. He’s that quick and that graceful. My soot-servant legs fail to keep up and an invisible wall suddenly knocks me down.

      “Argh, hello,” I groan, talking to the wall.

      Pax stops, he’s about eight horse stalls away from me, just standing there on the slate stones. There’s still very little for light in here, but the honey color of the raw timber-tree-branches, the pink and blue hues in the slate stone floor, and the gentle scent of horses make the building feel calm and comforting. Not that Pax shows any signs of being either of those things.

      I rush to catch up and fall into place a servant’s distance behind him before he starts walking again, out into a night barely lit by the big waxing moon smothered in patches of heavy clouds. We begin to cross the grassy expanse littered with various training yards, horse jumps, obstacles, and so on, between the horses and the castle. A nice, safe, distance apart, and the stables themselves are huge. Seven or eight jagged buildings all connecting to each other, like maybe they built one small barn, but then they needed a bigger one, so they attached a second building at an angle. Then they thought, ‘You know what, let’s build a castle here, and make the stables a maze for our entertainment.’

      The castle itself is an odd mixture of awake and asleep. The lower levels are dark, lights out, but the upper levels are dotted with lights, and through the perfectly clear and stupidly huge glass windows, I can see a few people moving around.

      Instinctively, I fold my hands in front of me. Taking in my surroundings with darting looks. Checking my pace so I never walk faster than he does. All habits a good servant should have.

      Pax stops suddenly, and I freeze obediently in place.

      “Get in front of me,” he orders.

      “Wait, what?” I blurt.

      My mouth’s never been terribly obedient. My body – yes. My mouth – not so much.

      But there’s no way I’m walking myself up in front of scary-ass-Alpha-Commander Pax unless I’m very sure that that is exactly where he wants me.

      He turns, looking into my eyes and making sure he has my full attention.

      “I don’t like you being behind me,” he says, pointing to a spot a few arms lengths ahead of him.

      I obey, giving him a wary glance.

      “It’s not like I could actually hurt you,” I say.

      The side thought that maybe if I kill them, I’ll be free to leave this place crosses my mind. Which would never happen – me versus anyone only ends in me getting hurt. The reality would be if they’re dead I get tethered to the cemetery with a leg stretching distance not much wider than a pigsty.

      “Not the problem,” he says.

      I’m about to say something else when a figure in the upper windows catches my attention. Just standing there, watching us from three stories up. Greasy hair, the kind of square jaw that looks flawed, and a lopsided sneer on his lips – the kind that makes my skin crawl.

      Logan.

      He’s framed by two other guys – his triune I guess – just watching us.

      I hear Pax step forward and do the same, matching his pace and trying not to look terribly nervous about having a lethal killer stalking behind my back.
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      Pax offers a few tart commands as we walk. ‘Turn left’, ‘hurry up’ and so on.

      I roll my eyes at each one, more to distract myself from the presence of him at my back. People shouldn’t feel this dominating or powerful – I’m not even sure how to describe it.

      He does manage to get us to a bathroom. Not the same one I was led to by Clara yesterday, unless someone put a chip in the frame since then. I open the door, fully expecting to see a bunch of naked guys, even if it is still in the dark hours of the morning. But the room is empty, silent, and as dimly lit as the other one was. It’s almost a calming dim, like it’s deliberate – which isn’t working on me at all. Could be to discourage people from getting a proper look at each other, or the clothes in the nooks before they pick something to wear.

      Going to the toilet is a relief; walking out of the toilet cubicle to find Pax standing right outside the door is not. He exits without a word – back into the room with the clothes and towels.

      I snatch up a towel and head for the showers.

      “Just get some clothes. We don’t have time for that.”

      “I’m showering.”

      “There’s a washroom in the stables,” he says, walking up to the wall of clothes and frowning at it.

      That’s a good look on him – confused and out of his depth. I turn away before he can see my smile, letting myself into the next room and walking past empty cubicle after empty cubicle.

      The door opens behind me, and I spin.

      “Don’t,” I say, pointing at him and waiting for the rest of my sentence to come out. Like maybe, ‘you dare’ or ‘come any closer’.

      Nothing else comes.

      He crosses his arms over his chest, his biceps a little more tense than they should be. Then he settles his legs shoulder-width apart, in an I’m-not-moving-an-inch stance. His head bobs once, just one little nod, and he settles into place like a boulder blocking anyone from entering.

      Thank you, I find myself thinking, but my mouth has chosen this moment to shut itself.

      Just like last night, when the only word I could find was ‘sorry’. I’m turning into a Killian.

      On that note, I step into the shower and toss my clothing out.

      “One minute,” he calls out.

      I need less than that. With the sting of the water and the fact that it’s colder than the air outside, I scrub – using my hand because servants don’t even get a cloth – and flick the water off.

      “Put your old clothes back on,” he says.

      “I didn’t just shower to get back into dirty clothes,” I call back, pulling the towel around me.

      “Put,” he says in his commander’s voice. “Your old clothes back on.”

      “Fine,” I holler, reaching out to drag the clothes into the wet cubicle with me.

      Fully dressed, I follow him into the dry changing room where he picks up a pile of clothes and moves straight for the exit.

      “Wait, will they even fit me?” I demand.

      “Does it matter?” he asks, the door clicking shut behind him.

      “Yes,” I say, but I’m torn between chasing him before an invisible wall crushes me to death, and showing him that I’m a person with a right to choose my own clothing.

      The latter isn’t even true. Yes – I’m a living breathing person. No – I don’t have any rights.

      I approach the decidedly female side of the clothing shelves and pick up the top tunic in a pile, holding it against myself, discarding it and trying again with the next pile. Guessing at my size by looking at things, I grab two tunics, four pairs of tights, and an armful of undergarments. Mindful that there is every chance that my need for clean clothes is an indulgence these guys might not let me have again anytime soon.

      Pushing through the door, I find Pax leaning against the wall, a much smaller pile of clothes tucked under one arm and a suspicious look on his face.

      “Move,” he says. “You’re taking too long.”

      “Why the rush?”

      “Stable boys aren’t allowed in the palace. The grounds servants’ quarters are on the west side of the castle,” he says. “We’re not going there.”

      I realize that. We’re going to live in a secret corner on hay bale furniture with a washroom some unknown distance away, and I’m willing to bet the water temperature will be no better than in here.

      “So someone knowing we’re in the castle would be bad?” I ask, but he doesn’t really react so I keep talking. “Because Logan saw us walk in.”

      Which makes him growl. He swallows the sound before he can speak. “Logan can’t touch us, we have a deal and it’s against castle rules.”

      “But he was trying to, with that potion,” I say.

      “Which he would have somehow avoided being associated with. The man doesn’t have the balls to meet us in the corridor. He wants us vulnerable and then in the arena – and he wants his uncle to watch.”

      “So we’re safe?”

      “Right here, right now, from Logan? Yes. From a dignitary or the Saber enforcement that keeps order in the White Castle – if they come walking along and find us here, we’re in trouble.”

      “Wouldn’t Logan have informed someone?”

      Pax shakes his head. “His uncle wants us in tournament, so that’s what Logan wants.  Lithael has done this to make us seem weak, he thinks we will lose respect amongst the other Sabers. That’s when Logan will strike – when we’re vulnerable. And his strike will be a challenge to tournament. Seth would put money on it. Stable boys can’t be challenged to tournament.”

      “You’re not a stable boy, though. Seth is.”

      “We all are.”

      “I knew we were all going into the stables, I didn’t realize you were all stripped of your ranks because of Seth’s…” I trail off, because it wasn’t just Seth’s fault and I don’t want to remind him of my part in this whole mess.

      “It’s not the first time,” he says, cutting into the silence.

      “Seth’s done this before?”

      He lets out a noise that actually sounds amused. I half turn to look over my shoulder, and the toe of my boot catches on the lip of the doorstep, sending me hurtling toward the ground.

      Except – I don’t hit the ground. My arm is snatched mid-fall by Pax – who shouldn’t have been close enough to grab me at all, let alone grab me faster than a frog’s tongue snatches a fly.

      Which makes me the fly.

      As soon as I find my footing he lets go, straightening like nothing just happened. Thankfully, I didn’t voice my frog-fly analogy.

      “Seth is always doing stupid shit,” he says.

      I glance back at him, my attention caught by a new light turning on about three stories up.

      “Don’t you people sleep?”

      “You’re mortal, your life is short. Sabers usually sleep every seven days, the time it takes for the moon to shift phase. If you lived as long as us, a phase would feel like a day. We can stretch it to ten days, but that’s worse than you missing a night’s sleep.”

      “So you sleep once a week?”

      “On average.”

      “How long are we staying in the stables for?” I ask, but my interest is more around when they’re going to be sleeping.

      That room in the stables feels very intimate.

      “We slept last night, that’s why we were late to the dining hall. We won’t sleep again until we’re back in the castle.”

      “And when will that be?”

      “We won’t be going back in there for another five days. So don’t ask.”

      I don’t, focusing instead on walking in front of him and not feeling immensely self-conscious. Which possibly makes me even more self-conscious.

      When we get to the branch-wall, I step aside and let him open the thing.

      A very sweaty Killian is polishing a blade in the corner, several other blades laid out on the floor around him. Seth’s on one hay-couch. More bales have been stacked to make a backrest of sorts. His cheeks are still flushed as he tosses a small ball back and forth with Roarke. Roarke’s on the couch with the stable wall at his back, and half the time he ignores the ball, letting it bounce off the wall instead. Back into Seth’s hands. Roarke’s long hair is pulled back in a tight knot behind his head, and he’s more interested in about a dozen books in various stages of being read, abandoned, and propped open, beside him.

      Pax tosses the few items of clothing under his arm to Killian, then takes everything from me and tosses that around the room too.

      The brothers grab the items a little too energetically and stuff them behind them, under them, or in Seth’s case, tucked under one arm.

      “Give me my shirt,” I insist, holding my hand out to Seth – because he owes me big time.

      “If you’re wearing it, I have to hug you for a very long time,” he says.

      “I don’t know what’s worse. A hug or an arm-pit shirt.” I drop onto his lounge, an arm’s length from him before adding, “Why?”

      “You know Pax is an AlphaSeed right?” he asks softly.

      I nod, but he doesn’t continue. Like maybe the word ‘alpha’ explains everything.

      “Alpha is a wolf thing, right? We didn’t have wolves on the estate,” I say.

      “Smell. You need to smell like the pack,” he goes on.

      “Or what?”

      “Pax can have whoever he wants in his bed for a night, but he can’t live with you unless you’re pack.”

      “None of us can,” Killian adds.

      “If Pax is uncomfortable, then we all are,” Roarke explains.

      “You wouldn’t understand,” Pax says, accepting a pair of pants that Roarke tosses him and practically stuffing them up his own shirt.

      “What I don’t understand is why you’re all making my clean clothes stink, but you don’t even know my name.”

      “Do we need your name?” Killian asks.

      The others look just as confused. They do know servants have names, don’t they?

      “You do if you want to treat me like you own me.”

      “You haven’t asked us our names,” Roarke counters.

      I could tell them that, of course, I’ve worked out their names by now, but this guy is currently sitting on my undergarments.

      “One, Two, Three, Four,” I say, pointing to them in turn.

      “Four?” Killian asks, getting up off the floor and dropping the clothes that he was scenting in to Roarke’s lap. “Two,” he says, trying to claim the number.

      The threat of competition that laces his usually-closed expression produces an explosion of pleasure inside me. It shouldn’t – but it does.

      “Two,” I correct, pointing to Seth.

      “Yes,” Seth says, pumping his fist.

      “I don’t see why Pax gets One,” Roarke says, his silvery tones making my eyes lock onto his. “I think I might be number One.”

      My eyes glaze over a little, like seeing is a lesser priority to hearing. Hearing Roarke’s voice. Obeying Roarke’s voice.

      My lips part, the words ‘Roarke is number One,’ about to fill the room.

      Someone smacks him across the back of the head, punctuated by a grunt. The world becomes real again.

      Blood pounds in my ears – he did it again. My fists ball. My muscles coil. I don’t care if there’s a table between us, or if he’s twice as big and twice as strong as me. I don’t care that he’s some deadly Elite Saber – I’m going to stomp on his balls so hard that he won’t have any anymore.

      “Seth,” Pax says, which is completely unrelated to anything that’s happening except that Seth’s arm reaches out in front of me.

      He presses it across my lap and pins me in place. That’s all these guys need, one word and they understand each other.

      “All right, what’s your name then?” Seth asks. “Five.”

      “She’s not Five,” Pax snaps.

      Seth laughs. He wanted his brother to bite. He wanted everyone’s attention away from Roarke – mine included.

      “I don’t know. I can see the merits of the idea,” Roarke says, running his thumb and forefinger across his manicured mo-beard comb.

      Asshole.

      Seth won’t let me go forward so I go backward instead, pushing myself up onto my feet and slipping over the hay bale at my back.

      “What’s your name, then?” Pax asks, dumping the clothes he was holding onto the empty seat closest to him.

      Does that mean he doesn’t want my clothes to smell like him anymore? I’m so confused.

      And torn. I never wanted them to smell anything but clean in the first place.

      “Shade, my name’s Shade.”

      Four grunts. “Not a name.”

      Seth shifts, the clothes he had pinned underneath him falling away as he turns, pulls his feet up under him, and squats on the lounge.

      “What’s wrong with Shade?” I ask.

      “It’s not a name,” Pax says, like I’ve broken some stupid rule of his.

      “Well, it’s the only one I have. Maybe I was born with a different one, but when I graduated to working in Lord Martin’s estate, Cook would always be telling me, ‘stay in the shadows or the shade,’ and if Lord Martin was approaching she’d just yell, ‘shade’. But this isn’t up for debate. My name’s Shade.”

      It doesn’t escape my attention that all of them stiffen at the mention of Lord Martin. It’s quite easy not to like the guy.

      Killian’s already walking off toward the row of boots near the door.

      “Shade, and I’m not a pet.” I point at Roarke, and across the room Killian turns with keen interest. “And not a toy either.” I poke Seth in the chest because he’s close enough for me to reach. “And I’m not your property or your servant.” I point at Pax.

      “You kind of are his servant,” Seth says, jumping lightly to the ground and completely missing the point.

      “You heard us talking? Pax ordered you to sleep,” Killian is asking me, but looking at Roarke for some kind of answer.

      “That shouldn’t have happened,” Roarke says.

      Pax pulls on his boots, and Roarke moves to blow out the lanterns on the wall. I hadn’t even realized the sun was coming up, but morning light has begun to filter into the room.

      My fresh clothes are right here, but my opportunity to get changed into them has passed. I look at them longingly, even as I chase out the already closing door after the boys. They set a quick pace through the stables – in their usual order.

      “Not your shadow either,” I say.

      “Shadows don’t speak,” Killian tuts.

      He reaches back, practically grabs me by the head because his hand is that big, and pushes me out in front of them. Which puts me between them and a gathering of about twenty stable boys. Boys is not quite the right word, they’re men. Men chosen for this job because they have muscles and like swinging shovels around.

      “Oh, no,” I squeak, bloody squeak, because walking in front of their wall of Elite muscle with all eyes on me is not my idea of fun.

      I duck back between Killian and Roarke, back into their shadows. Killian chuckles, not a huff-chuckle or a grunt-chuckle, but the real thing.

      “So you can be his toy, but not mine?” Seth asks, sounding a little hurt.

      “Enough,” Pax snaps, the word almost inaudible.

      A much older guy steps toward them, nudging a path between the others. He’s got the same kind of really long, completely straight, and perfectly white hair that the Potions Master did yesterday. With a decorative golden chain hanging, in several loops and drops, from his left ear.

      “Elorsins,” the guy says, offering a bow. “It’s been a decade since you’ve stayed here long enough to sweep my floors.”

      “Ravaryn,” Pax says, a warning in the word.

      Ravaryn sighs. “As it must be.” He turns, eyeballing the gathering of workers. “Four or five shovels?” he asks over his shoulder.

      “Five,” Killian says, shooting me a glance that promises pain.

      “Thank you,” I drawl, and get the kind of look from Pax that says he’ll deliver the pain himself if I open my mouth again.

      Not that I didn’t expect to work – all day, every day – but the kitchens suited me just fine. Aside from the Lord part of the Manor, being a servant on the estate suited me just fine.

      “You five,” Ravaryn says, pointing to five guys amongst the group of regular-Silvari-here-to-do-our-years-of-service. “Report to the bonded coordinator for reassignment.”

      The five guys do as they’re told, resting their shovels back on the wall behind them.

      Ravaryn claps his hands loudly. “Just a normal day, people.”

      And the group disperses.

      My four guys walk over to the wall and collect their shovels. Killian picks up two and offers me the handle of the bigger one.

      “Let’s see what you’re made of.”

      We walk off to the left. The Stables Master very deliberately waves the rest of the workers in other directions.

      “What’s the story with the white hair and jewelry – the Potions Master looked like that too?”

      Seth lets himself into the first stall, ties the horses head to the far wall, and gets to work shoveling everything off the floor. Unceremoniously launching it into the middle of the corridor.

      “This is the way we shovel the shit, shovel the shit, shovel the shit,” he starts singing.

      Pax moves into the next stall and starts doing the same – just without the singing.

      “A thousand years does that to a Saber,” Roarke answers me, followed by the contents of his shovel being thrown from the stall opposite.

      I stand in the middle of them all, trying not to get in the way.

      “A thousand years?” I ask, gasp, can’t even process.

      Seth stops singing and leans over the stall wall to inspect me.

      “How old are you?” I demand.

      “A few hundred,” he says. “How old are you?” And he points at me like I’m the one being ridiculous here.

      “Eighteen. I’m eighteen – no extra zeros.”

      “Mortals don’t live long,” Pax clarifies.

      The pile before me is growing, largely ignored by everyone.

      “If we’d waited another decade we might not have found her,” Seth says.

      “Found me?”

      “Yeah, alive.”

      “I’ll live longer than thirty,” I say, then consider that without their intervention I probably wasn’t going to make it to thirty – and with their delightful input in my life I’m struggling to fathom being alive tomorrow.

      “Dig,” Killian says, pointing at the pile of brown matter spiked with chunks of straw before me. Adding, “Wheelbarrow.”

      The wheelbarrow happens to be in the corner, and I push the big tub on wheels across to the pile and set to work.

      Seth’s annoying little tune slips from my lips. “This is the way I shovel the shit, shovel the shit, shovel the shit.”

      “Not you, too,” Pax groans.

      “I could kiss her,” Seth says, his eyes lighting up as he stops what he’s doing to enjoy my rendition of his song.

      “One of us should kiss her. That would shut her up,” Roarke offers.

      My lips snap shut of their own accord.

      Pax growls, and Killian grunts, “Rules.”

      Roarke just shrugs, pouting like a puppy without his toy.

      Three whole shovels later and something else is on my mind.

      “I know my still being alive when you turned up at the estate is currently causing us all some –” I’m about to say pain, but I’m pretty sure I’m the only one feeling any pain, so I switch to, “Difficulty. But I need some really plain, straight forward, no-nonsense answers.”

      They all straighten from their various shoveling stances and turn to face me, Seth letting his shovel take all his weight while Killian holds his like its use as a weapon is a real possibility.

      Suddenly, everyone is looking very serious.

      I turn my gaze to Pax. Commander Pax. Number One.

      His gold eyes settle on mine like he’s already calculating what I’m about to say into his ever lowering opinion of me.

      “Why the bralls did you drag me into your world?” I demand. “I know what happened, I don’t understand why,” I clarify.

      “Servants don’t need details,” he says, and now I want to slap him.

      “Well, in case you hadn’t noticed, you and I are on the same level right now. If anything, I outrank you – because I was a servant here a whole day before you. So really, I am your boss. And as your boss, I demand answers.”

      Pax’s jaw ticks, his eyes pinching at the corners and his teeth grinding – and I prepare myself to run.

      Oh, crap.

      Then Killian chuckles, and not just a little. He sounds seriously amused. Followed by a shovel full of manure smacking me in the back. I stagger forward, curses ringing through my mind, but my lips lock shut as I grip the nearest railing and steady myself.

      “Dig,” Killian says, and I can practically feel the pleasure in his tone.

      Pax leans over me, because of course I’ve ended up using his stall wall to balance against. Even at my full height, the guy is still bigger than me, and every bit of his tanned features, powerful muscle structure, and intensely intelligent eyes screams ‘I’m the boss’.

      “What is bralls?” Pax asks.

      “Don’t ask, brother. It’s a long story,” Seth says.

      Pax glances at him, then back to me. “Is that all?” he asks.

      “No, that’s not all,” I say, my voice lacking the determination I had when I was far enough away from him that he couldn’t kill me with his bare hands. I compensate by standing up tall – not tall enough to look him eye to eye, though – and shaking the horse shit from my hair. “You went to the Manor Lord for something, what was it?”

      The four of them shoot wary glances at each other, and I can see their decision formulating in their expressions – they’re never talking around me again. Even if they think I’m asleep.

      “New rule, never speak of this – got it?” Pax orders.

      “No, I don’t ‘got it’ –” I begin, but shut up real quick – Pax’s eyes are ablaze, the golden hues so intense that I can physically feel the sharp brush of static in the air.

      “Follow. My. Rules,” he orders.

      In my mind, something snaps into place. My knees buckle, dropping me onto the slate floor with aching force. I lower my gaze, feeling every hair on my body standing on end. I literally feel like I’m about to be eaten.

      No one talks, but the shoveling and tossing of dirty straw returns.

      I have to wait for permission to stand, but I’m not sure if I know that because of pure fear and a long life as a servant or because some kind of magic physically won’t let me move.

      Long moments pass, and I realize that while the others have gone back to work, Pax hasn’t moved.

      He crouches down inside the stall. The twisted branches that form its walls are imperfect, each wall unique. I look up to peer at him through a branch that spirals suddenly in the middle and forks off in three different directions. Only half his face is visible, and he’s deep in the shadow of the stall, making it even harder to decipher his expression.

      “Just wait,” he says, his tone low and neutral. “Just watch. If you have questions I can answer, then I will. But not that one. Okay?”

      I nod.

      He turns back to his digging. Still shaking, so do I.
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      I eyeball the various intersections as we move through the stables, shoveling shit. I’ve no idea in which section of the stables the boy’s hidden quarters are, but a bed is all that I want.

      I don’t want the blisters on my hands as I keep shoveling, or the ache between my shoulders. Or the stabs of pain that emanate from the slice on my wrist and the glass cuts on my palm.

      But I keep shoveling.

      The boys talk, joke, compare their desires for dinner, and try to guess which horse would win a race. We cross paths with the other stable boys once or twice – but they make themselves very scarce.

      They act like this is all within their normal.

      Even when a group of three other Sabers wander in, another triune I guess. The Elorsin brothers pretend not to notice them.

      “Leave it to Logan, Peta,” one of them hisses.

      “He’s too busy calling servants into his bed,” I’m guessing Peta mutters.

      “Coffins,” another counters.

      “Tylyn’s right. Three of them last night.”

      Every single Elorsin stiffens and stops working, but they don’t move as the Sabers wander past.

      “The castle is so much more fun with him in it,” Tylyn says.

      “Everything’s changing, and the border’s losing its touch,” Peta says, flicking his long fringe back from his eyes. Eyes that are deliberately not looking down at us. “Did you hear about those Sabers turning up without their full triunes?”

      “That was months ago,” the third guy hisses.

      “Four of them. Bet they thought they were the next tetrad,” Peta jokes. “But the castle denied them entry, like it should all tetrads.”

      Seth chuckles and I look up in time to see all three of them slip on their asses before jumping up quickly and scampering out the door.

      “Did you do that?” I whisper.

      “Maybe,” he whispers back, leaning in close to me.

      Damn, his eyes are so blue, so pretty.

      Pretty like they belong in my dreams.

      He opens his mouth slowly, and I move back, cursing myself for having some stupid notion about Seth in my dreams.

      Seth in my nightmares – yep, that sounds more like it, I try to convince myself.

      Killian grumbles, and even though I’m already stepping back, Pax throws a lump of mud at Seth’s head, hitting him with a splat.

      “Gross, brother,” Seth groans.

      Nope, not mud. Horse shit.

      On the inside I’m laughing as I move on to the next stall. On the outside, I’m shaking because Seth is intense. They all are. They’re all deadly.

      And distance is my best friend.

      The boys don’t complain, barely break a sweat, or even stop for a break, until the midday bell sounds.

      Killian holds out his hand, accepting the brothers’ shovels one at a time.

      “Food?” Roarke asks.

      “You read my mind,” Seth counters, and they move off together.

      Pax turns and walks off in the opposite direction.

      “Where are you going?” Roarke calls after him.

      “To speak with Ravaryn.”

      That leaves me with Killian – who definitely doesn’t offer to take the shovel from my hands. I follow him back to where we’d started this morning, my shovel dragging because I just don’t have it in me to hold it up any longer, to a storeroom that I hadn’t bothered to notice, built into one corner of the t-section. There are four long corridors of stables going off in each direction. Horse after horse. Stall after stall.

      I calculate the time it would take the five of us to clean them out, extending my math to include the sheer number of other corridors veering off at the ends of these ones. Clara had said there was a hundred and something Sabers at the castle – does that mean there are more than a hundred horses in here? Each hall looks the same, save the natural differences in the timber as it was growing – before it was cut down and brought in here to form the pillars, posts, beams, dividers, the railings along the length of the lofts, and the staircases leading up. All in branches that haven’t been milled into flat timbers.

      Killian disappears into the storeroom, then without turning around, he takes two big steps backward. The guy makes carrying four shovels look easy, even when he reaches out and snatches a fifth one from my fingers before marching forward again.

      “I don’t see why I had to shovel straw and shit all morning. I didn’t get sent out here,” I say into the quiet stables.

      “I don’t see why you’re in Silva at all,” A woman says, sauntering around the corner. “Or why everyone thinks you’re so interesting.”

      I certainly wasn’t talking to a tall, built like a bull mated with a… what are those birds that twist themselves around to impersonate a sapling, then eat the cute little sparrows when they fly past? I don’t remember, now is not the time to try and work it out either. She’s the tallest, prettiest, meanest looking SaberSeed woman I’ve seen yet.

      She’s in a deep blue sleeveless tunic, the shoulders hemmed perfectly to follow the cut of her toned body. Her breeches are the same color, except for the leather up to the knees. She’s either been riding, or she’s about to go.

      I bow, not trusting myself to say the right thing.

      “I suppose your presence will be short lived, no matter what I do, but before someone else has the pleasure…” she trails off.

      “Asanta,” Killian says, stepping out of the store room with his arms folded over his chest.

      Asanta, why is that name so familiar?

      “Killian,” she chimes, a mixture of reverence and desire in her tone.

      Her fingers caress the hilt of the small blade at her side. I get the impression that the desire she has is of the drawing blood kind.

      He huffs, something about this amusing to him.

      “It’s such a pity they stopped you from training with us.”

      “Mmm,” he says, and I have no idea whether he’s agreeing with her or not.

      “Since you two obviously know each other, and obviously want to accept the challenges being thrown around, I might just leave you to it,” I say, taking what I hope will be a step behind Killian, but what turns out to be a step into him.

      I try again, but he moves in unison with me and blocks my backward escape.

      Like he wants me to deal with Asanta.

      She takes a sauntering step toward me, her back foot returning to a ready-to-pounce position beside her right.

      Tangee. That’s what those birds are. Tangee.

      “You’re too new here to understand how someone like Killian works,” she says, trailing a finger across the neck of my shirt.

      I eye the clear path to my left. If I can push past her, I can run… but if Killian doesn’t move, I’ll be running straight into a wall.

      “He feeds on you. That’s his Seed. He feels happy when people like you and I feel pain. That’s how someone with the Darkness works. It’s no different to the DeathSeeds. Seeing you and me fight would be better than sex for him.”

      Killian’s whole body vibrates with a growl spiraling up from deep inside his chest. His sex life is obviously not up for discussion. But instead of taking that as a cue to end this nonsense and walk our separate ways, Asanta springs into action like a dog on the dinner bell.

      She grabs me by the hair and pulls my face toward her knee with frightening speed. It’s a miracle I get my hands up to shield my nose in time. My forearms sting from the hit. With a shove, she sends me sprawling away from Killian.

      I give the man a terrified look, and he nods at me.

      Nods.

      What the fuck!

      I scramble to my feet. Running is not an option because Killian’s gone statue still.

      Can’t run, can’t fight. This is not going to end well for me.

      Asanta prowls forward.

      “You’ve got their scent all over you. Like dirt under each of their boots,” she says, her voice too sweet to be called a growl, and yet the effect it has on my nerves is too intense to be anything but a threat.

      How does someone like me even fight someone like that? Roarke wasn’t immune to a kick in the balls, but girls don’t have the same weakness.

      “What do you care?” I demand, stalling, still searching for an exit.

      “I’m always going to care what you’re doing,” she mutters. Killian is close, but I’m not sure if he can hear her, or if his attention is focused on the fight and not the talking. “Like a hunter cares to watch his prized catch bleed out. Do they mount the heads of deers and dragons on the walls of soot homes? Because my home will look so much nicer with a soot mounted over the fireplace.”

      Her ice cold words clench tight inside my chest, but before I can react, she lunges for me and with every ounce of what little energy I have left, and the added pulse of adrenaline in my veins, I launch myself at the nearest stall wall.

      The stall dividers and support beams that stretch up to the loft have whole branches stretching out from the main timbers. I’m off the ground and scrambling straight up into the loft with the kind of speed that takes even me by surprise.

      Climbing Lord Martin’s pole. Hiding on the Manor roof. Escaping through the den’s top story window – all of that practice was stupidly useful.

      Stupidly, because as soon as I’m in the loft I realize I’ve got nothing but hay to use as a weapon, or a barrier, and in the next heartbeat Asanta is up here with me.

      “Thom, Hennah,” she hollers down and another two Sabers come around the corner.

      Hennah, with long blonde hair in a tight braid that almost reaches her waist and a riding crop that she’s smacking loudly into the palm of her hand, takes the lead. Thom ambles more lazily behind, his dark hair is long and perfectly straight, mimicking the style that seems to come naturally to the Masters.

      They don’t look at Killian, perhaps can’t even see the guy from the direction they’re coming from, but they spot me instantly. Me, in the loft with one hand on the railing that I just clambered up, and Asanta prowling toward me.

      “Hi,” I call down with a wave, bringing smart-ass into the battle. “Lovely to meet you.”

      They advance while Asanta growls.

      “They’re not here to meet you. They’re here to watch me destroy you.”

      “Why?” I ask, but even as the word leaves my mouth I’m pretty sure the answer is simple.

      Some people like to hurt, Martin was one of them. Asanta clearly is too.

      She leans closer so she can hiss, “I know Pax brought you in here. I know Seth stood between you and Logan. I know you mean something to them, but how much?”

      I shrug and point at my own chest. “I’m a servant. I serve.”

      “Asanta, stop playing with her,” Hennah calls up – and the name suddenly clicks into place.

      Asanta. She was in the potions lab. She acquired the potion for Logan, the one that got us all into this mess. Which makes her Logan’s right-hand-woman and makes me in deeper shit than I realized.

      “We’ve never met,” I begin, trying to feel out what she knows.

      Does she know I was in the lab? What about my bubble?

      “No, unfortunately Seth removed you from the stocks before I made it there or we would have met much sooner.”

      She snatches a hand toward me and I jump back. Apparently talky time is over, and I still have no weapon or escape. So I grab the railing, ready to throw my legs over and climb down. But Asanta draws the dagger at her belt and I’m too slow, my grip on the railing too loose, and with a blade cutting through the air on its way to me, I throw myself completely off the damned loft.

      I’m too far from Killian and smack hard into the invisible wall, then get bounced back. The air completely knocked from my lungs. I slam into the nearest pillar, one leg tangling through a fork in the branch and the rest of me hanging limply. My fingers brush across the floor and a rough brown tail whacks me across the face. A horse’s tail, which is logically situated rather close to the creature’s powerful hind legs. I struggle to pull myself upright, to take the weight off my leg and free myself.

      With Thom and Hennah approaching and Asanta gracefully launching herself from upstairs all of the way to the ground – the horse is the least of my worries.

      Asanta saunters toward me, each step poising her to attack.

      “I don’t want to be a sparrow,” I say, in my panic the words come out and they sound just as stupid in reality as they did in my head.

      Killian finally moves, throwing his arm out to slam against Thom’s face with bone crunching force. Human bone crunching. He took Thom by surprise, the guy mustn’t have been able to see the bigger Saber in the doorway to the tack room until it was too late, and he did send Thom flying backward. But he didn’t even draw blood.

      If I’d been hit, my nose would have been pushed through to the back of my skull.

      Thom shrugs it off, but Hennah looks between the two men with healthy hesitation as Killian walks calmly toward them – away from me.

      I stretch to reach the fork in the wood, but my fingers slip. I try again and again, but the surface has been sanded smooth and coated in polish. It doesn’t surprise me at all when the invisible wall brushes against my back.

      I push against it to leverage myself up higher as Asanta’s laughter fills the stables. She steps lithely onto the next stall wall. Graceful, perfectly balanced, deadly. Looking at me eye to eye with the distance of one stall between us. What’s that to her? One step? An easy jump?

      It doesn’t matter. I’m pinned tight, wedged between the column that I had almost managed to get myself free of, and a wall that Killian has completely forgotten about.

      Or he just doesn’t care about it.

      “So you’re Logan’s puppy?” I gasp.

      Getting squished makes a person gasp.

      Her jaw clenches tight.

      “First, I’m going to have fun with you. Then, I’m going to watch Logan’s face when I deny him the gory details. He wants to dig at the Elorsins. Force them to break their deal with the Crown. I just want to see you bleed.”

      I’d gasp again, but I’m running out of air. She twirls her blade and coils, ready to leap.

      “Asanta,” Pax booms, the word full of AlphaSeed power.

      I can’t twist to see him, but Asanta freezes, looking beyond me, and I feel the minute he steps close as a sudden release of pressure. The wall gone, I slump backward again, my almost freed leg slipping straight back into its stuck position.

      “Just a little fun,” Asanta is saying, springing out into the corridor and in front of Pax.

      “Logan?” Pax demands.

      “I don’t answer to Logan,” she growls back. “And I no longer answer to you.”

      “I’d get your friend and your brother out of here before Killian finishes them off,” Pax says way too calmly, and I can see Killian from here – the man’s not riled up enough to kill.

      Not yet.

      He has made Thom bleed, with a large gash above his eye probably caused by Killian’s fist, and Hennah looks like she has a broken arm. But he’s just playing with them.

      “Does that mean you don’t want me to remove this parasite from your midst?” Asanta asks, waving the point of her blade in my general direction. “Soot shouldn’t be in Silva. She will die eventually.”

      Pax bares his teeth, his canines elongating. His bone structure doesn’t change, but everything about him right now is more wolf than human.

      “Do you want to live?” Pax asks.

      Asanta backs up, saying, “You have no power here.”

      “I can dispose of the body,” Seth says, a little too cheerfully.

      I picture him bouncing on the balls of his feet, though I can’t see him.

      I can see Asanta as she keeps backing up, not turning around until she’s at the end of the hall, and not before meeting my gaze and glaring hard. Menacing. Spine tingling and gut twisting.

      Seth appears beside me.

      “She was in the potions lab,” I gasp.

      “I know,” he says, grabbing my arm.

      “Does she know I was there?”

      “No, this is because of us, not you,” he says, lifting me up, and pulling my leg free.

      Then letting me go.

      I fall into the stall in a panting heap, shaking and gasping.

      I’m fine, I tell myself. Fine. Not because that was fun, but because no part of me is bleeding or broken.

      “You’re fine,” Killian says, walking past me.

      I can tell me I’m fine. The guy who just pushed me into a battle with a Saber does not get to tell me I’m fine.

      I climb to my feet and use the gate to let myself out of the stall.

      “Your standards of fine and mine are very different. Happy with your meal?” I accentuate the word ‘meal’ to play on his Seed, on who he is, on the picture that Asanta painted and Killian made come to life.

      In a blink, he’s spun and has his face right in front of mine, right in my space. Before I can fall on my ass and regain some distance between us, he grips the front of my shirt and locks me in place.

      “You can fight your own battles. I don’t care about what’s in the darkness, only what comes out of it,” he says, opening his fist and letting me hit the hard slate floor.

      “I’ll get the horses,” Seth and Roarke say in unison.
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      Ten minutes later the three boys have four horses saddled. Specifically their horses, which I’ve come to recognize after sharing a section of the stables with them, but even if I didn’t, it’s clear who they belong to by the four arrow tips branded on each of their flanks.

      I’m sitting on a hay bale to the side, nervously calculating how fast a horse can run and whether a person can die from being dragged down a road by an invisible wall.

      I did tell them I need a horse, and they laughed at me.

      And just when I think that maybe we’re going to be lucky enough to go wherever it is we’re going without me having to share space with Killian again, Killian ambles up to us.

      Well, not us – them.

      Pax seems to have been waiting for him and mounts up without a word. Roarke turns toward me, mouth open, about to speak.

      “No,” Pax says, cutting his brother off. “Killian.”

      Seth’s on his horse with a quick spring and a gentle swing of his leg – not even bothering with the stirrups.

      Nevermind that I’ve never ridden in my life – I’ve also never had to run from a wall moving at the speed of a horse before. So, I’m comfortable with the idea of learning to ride while actually doing it.

      Pining isn’t going to help me, though. I gauge which direction we’re leaving the stables by the way their horses are facing and start walking past the stalls. Having a head start could be an advantage, if only for a few seconds. Pax trots past me on a big dapple-gray mare – I check – nope, stallion… then again, it could be gelded. Where do horses keep their balls?

      I manage to stop myself before I try to look, and bite my tongue in case the question decides to voice itself.

      We take a sharp left and the exit is in sight. Not the side of the stables where the boys have quarters hidden in a dead-end, or the exit that leads toward the castle, this exit leads out into the forest.

      A narrow dirt road. Trees with the afternoon light filtering through the high canopy, and lush, thick, green all around. I feel my heart skip a beat at the sight of it. It somehow whispers of both ‘home’ and ‘freedom’.

      Pax lets out a ‘ha’ command and his horse lunges from its controlled trot into something faster, a gallop or canter – I’m not sure. The thunderous sound of horses’ hooves on slate echoes through the building before they’ve burst out onto the soft soil.

      I start running, even before Seth and Roarke have passed me.

      One, Two, Three… I wait for Four to go past. My legs work as hard as they can and the realization that this is impossible sinks in. Pax is already at the first bend in the road. It’s been seconds.

      In a few more seconds Killian will be past me and that far away too.

      If I launch myself into the air when the wall is moving at this speed, will I press to it like a stone presses into the pocket of a rock-sling?

      A bell sounds, and on cue, conversations drift out across the expanse of castle grounds somewhere behind us, beyond the stables.

      “We don’t have time for this,” Killian says, yanking me from the ground and depositing me in front of him.

      I swallow a few hard breaths, trying to wet my throat. It wasn’t the run that has made me gasp. It wasn’t bloody fear either. It’s definitely the thick forest air.

      Yes – I think I’ll keep telling myself that.

      “Why don’t we have time?” I ask, trying to steady myself as the horse moves jarringly fast.

      “Afternoon riding tuition,” he says, leaving me to fill the gap.

      The bell. The explosion of voices. Sabers are currently on their way to the stables, a lot of them. Filling the corridors, the stalls, the training grounds outside.

      “Will they follow us?” I ask, gripping tight to the saddle.

      “They can’t leave.”

      “If we can leave anytime we want, then why did we spend the morning doing the Stable Master’s dirty work?”

      “We can’t.”

      I give up trying to hold onto the saddle and instead bury my hands in the mass of white mane. With a sudden rush, the whole back end of the horse bounces into the air.

      I yelp. Killian wraps an arm around my middle and yanks me back into his lap. With his other arm, he steadies the horse, guiding us back onto the road before making a clicking sound. The horse obeys and once again, we’re rushing off with a trail of kicked up dirt behind us.

      “He’s sensitive,” Killian says.

      His arm doesn’t leave my waist, keeping me firmly in place.

      Except now that the distraction of a horse having a tantrum has passed, I’m all too aware of the fact that my legs are resting on Killian’s, that my back is against his chest, that his hand is flush to my stomach, with nothing between him and me. His heartbeat vibrates through his chest, and his breath is a steady rhythm above my head.

      I tense a little. Not because I’m against the comfort of not bouncing around like an idiot. Or because he’s doing anything specifically wrong. He couldn’t be more of a gentleman about having me in his lap… but I am in his lap.

      I’ve been in laps before…

      Lord Martin’s…

      Shivers rake across my skin.

      “Don’t do it,” Killian says.

      I swallow hard.

      “Do what?” I ask, my head happy that my mouth has something to do and my memories can shut up.

      “Don’t think.”

      “How do you know what I’m thinking?”

      “I can –” he pauses for a breath. “Smell it on you.”

      “Smell what?” I demand, these boys and their super-sensitive noses are starting to piss me off.

      “Not smell, but like smell. Not feel. But like feel – with my magic.”

      “But what are you smell-feeling? You should be getting an aroma of horse sh –”

      “Fear,” he cuts in.

      I swallow.

      Lord Martin.

      Fear.

      “Don’t,” he says again.

      “Then stop smelling me. I can’t help remembering.”

      He lets out a little ‘huh’ grunt.

      “Remembering?” he asks, his tone softening.

      I sit quietly. Yes – I was remembering. No – I don’t want to share those memories.

      “You smell like a person facing their worst nightmare. You smell like your nightmare is here.”

      And that has to be the longest sentence the guy has ever spoken, so I give myself an extra beat before responding.

      “You are an ass. I’ve discovered all Sabers are asses. I will have my retribution. Mud in your boots, or your breeches, maybe. But my memories are worse.”

      The horse keeps a steady pace far enough back from the others that we can’t hear their conversation. Though I can see in Seth’s wild gestures, the kind that encourage his horse to dance back and forth across the road, that they are talking.

      And if I can’t hear them, they probably can’t hear us.

      “I smell fear,” he says.

      I don’t interrupt, sensing that there’s more to come.

      “I feel pain. Intensify it. They –” And I get the feeling he’s talking about the people up in the castle. “– think I fight efficiently because my Seed is Darkness, like I enjoy being in the dark places of people’s minds. I understand the darkness. That’s different. What fills me up like a meal is when someone is surviving – knowing how a person is doing that allows me to kill them. Very quickly or very slowly. I can kill them, or I can make them stronger. Make that darkness a strength.”

      I was wrong. New longest sentence record right there.

      Added bonus, he used Asanta’s meal analogy with no mention of sex.

      “I don’t have darkness,” I say dismissively.

      He huffs, sending strands of my hair down over my face and making me wipe them back, my fingers brushing underneath his chin.

      Yep – the guy is right there.

      “You amused me,” he says, each word very deliberate. “The moment I saw a chain on your wrist.”

      “I do try,” I drawl.

      I’m sure I amused Lord Martin, too.

      “Don’t,” he says, a warning to his tone. “You. Relaxing on a post two stories in the air. Wind in your hair. Smile on your face. Curiosity in stupid questions. Questions you should have been too scared to ask a Saber. We shouldn’t feel right, and we were leaking power because we wanted Lord Martin to fear us.”

      He plucks each detail out of the past and as he talks, and I can picture it all. The view of the forest, way off in the distance. The sound of Cook’s voice just moments before these four arrived. The sense that I would find a way to fix everything.

      That everything would somehow be alright.

      “I’m the only Seed of Darkness,” he finally says.

      I don’t get to push for details. The trees part, the road ends, and a massive open space is before us. Pax, Seth and Roarke have already dismounted and tied their horses to the trunks of trees. Killian lifts me up and passes me down to Seth, who quickly lets me stand on my own two feet.

      “Done?” Pax asks.

      “Mmm,” Killian says, and I have no idea if that’s in agreement or not.

      I also have no idea what it was that Killian was supposed to get done.

      Seth nudges me forward and at a distracted pace, we move toward the center of the arena. It’s just forest and trees, no fences, nothing obviously man-made, except that the space has been cleared.

      Leaves litter the ground, which is too soft underfoot to be soil. I run a handful through my fingers – its sand. This is a training yard.

      Or it used to be. It looks abandoned now.

      Was it for horses or people? But I push that thought aside for the more important question.

      “Is what done?” I ask Seth, trying not to be too obviously interested.

      He places a hand on my shoulder, managing to cover the whole joint, and suggests we keep walking. Then he drops it, a comfortable space between us. Not that his touch wasn’t warm, or soft – or that I don’t want it back again.

      I run a hand across my middle, where Killian’s arm held me close.

      Safety.

      That’s what safety feels like.

      Which is such a weird concept. The guy with the Seed of Darkness that almost got me killed feels like safety.

      “Pax wanted you two to talk. Killian has a strong personality,” Seth says. “The man didn’t mean for you –”

      I cut in. “To get stuck hanging upside down in the most impractical building material ever invented, with an invisible wall making me the perfect target for a chick who thinks seeing me bleed would be entertaining?”

      Seth runs a hand through his short hair.

      “Something like that.”

      “In the middle,” Pax calls out, interrupting us before I can throw out some line about not expecting Killian to care about me at all.

      The rest of the Elorsin brothers meet us smack-bang in the middle of the space. I turn, nervously checking the treeline.

      “Find the wall,” Pax says, and the whole reason we’re here becomes clear.

      I obey, walking away from them a few good steps. Just walking.

      But they’re not moving. A coldness threads itself down my spine that has nothing to do with the wall. My legs slow like the air has thickened – which it hasn’t.

      I force myself not to turn back, not to give myself a glimpse at their expressions.

      They’re all watching me – of course they are – and that is doing odd twisting things to my insides.

      I hug my arms around my middle, lower my gaze, and force everything inside me to walk away.

      Right into the wall – like an idiot.

      I groan, rubbing my forehead.

      Seth laughs. “Not with your head.”

      “It’s right here,” I moan, tapping on the wall.

      It gives my fingers a zap in return, and I pull away sharply.

      “Follow it,” Pax orders.

      Twenty-two steps from the Elorsin brothers to the invisible wall. I use my hand and not my head to keep contact with the cool surface and begin to walk. The boys all turn in a slow circle as I move around them in a perfect arc. They turn with me, watching, until I’m back where I started.

      It’s a bubble. The thing’s a freaking bubble with the ground cutting through the middle of it. A dishwashing sink soap bubble – of course my life would be reduced to this.

      “Interesting,” Roarke says.

      He takes three long strides toward me. I take three away. We repeat the process until we’ve run out of space.

      “Now walk back to them,” he says, waving toward where the others have moved way off next to the horses.

      “I can’t. I won’t make it.”

      “You can see the wall?”

      “Bubble,” I grumble. “And no.”

      “Bubble,” he repeats, smiling. “If you can’t see it, then how do you know you won’t make it to the others?”

      “Experience,” I drawl.

      “Try?” he asks, not orders like Pax, and not in his Alluring voice. Just asks.

      So I do. Throwing my arms up a few steps before walking into the thing. Not even halfway to the others. I press my palms flat to the surface, getting a static tingle from it. But I’m not here to caress an invisible prison cell, so I push harder. Leaning into it, trying to dig my boots into the soft ground, and struggling, until finally they grip and I put everything I have into pushing through the wall.

      Lightning bolts of pain shoot through my palms, radiating into my fingernails and then up my arms.

      I pull back, hissing, and hugging myself.

      What the bralls was that?

      Magic, that’s what that was. And it’s not impressed with me trying to get out.

      Screw you, magic, I think, kicking at the sand, sending it flying away but connecting my toe with the bubble at full speed. I growl, rubbing the toe of my boot and leaning against the wall for support. Not even noticing the others step closer until my support has vanished and I’m crashing toward the ground.

      “She likes falling a lot,” Killian says – amused.

      I lay there on my back until they step into view. Into my view.

      Into my space.

      Into kicking distance. I scramble to my feet and Killian grunts.

      “We have rules,” he says, walking off to the horses.

      “Can those rules include not laughing at me when I fall over? Better yet, just don’t let me fall over.”

      And none of them answer me. Did I really think they would?

      A leaf catches my eye, half buried in the sand, and I scoop down to pick it up. Seth moves with me, crouching down in front of me. I freeze, my attention on Seth’s blue eyes.

      “Those rules mean we won’t hurt you,” he says. “Even if you’re lying in the dirt – we won’t hurt you.”

      I look across at Killian’s back. The man’s pulling things from one of the horse’s saddle-bags.

      “And he’ll only hurt you if he thinks it will help you.”

      I snort. Those two things are complete opposites to me.

      “Come on,” he says, nodding toward the others before standing and walking away.

      I pull the leaf from the sand. It’s blue. The rest of the sand is scattered in leaves, but none of them are blue.

      “What’s that?” Roarke asks as I approach.

      His eyes widen and before I can answer he smacks the thing out of my hand and pins it under his boot.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t touch anything in the forest,” he says.

      “It was pretty, that’s all,” I say, pointing to where my leaf is now being unrecognizably squashed.

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you don’t get blue leaves out there, do you?” He gestures vaguely toward Desayer Realm.

      “Nope,” I say.

      “Then why would you think it’s a good idea to pick one up?” Roarke asks.

      He lifts his boot, and what’s been squashed looks more like a blue spider than a blue leaf. There’s still an intricate design of leaf-like veins covering it, and a narrow point that looks like a stem at its back end. But it undeniably has fangs at the front.

      I fold my arms across my chest and tuck my hands into my armpits.

      “You killed Leafy,” I say – because my mouth isn’t as scared about the idea that I was carrying around a spider as the rest of me is. “He was my friend and you just killed him.”

      Seth laughs. Roarke frowns. Killian grunts in amusement and Pax levels his gaze at each of them in turn. Silence reigns by the time he’s looking at me.

      “Walk me through it,” he says.

      “Well, I saw a blue thing in the sand –”

      “Not that,” he says, cutting me off. “What happened with the potion?”

      Killian passes around portions of pastry, which after one bite, I discover contains deliciously herbed meat. I devour another mouthful before answering Pax.

      “Oh, the potion, right. That makes more sense. I was comfortably relaxing in the stocks –”

      “What were you in the stocks for?” Roarke cuts in.

      I turn a little toward him, while on my other side, Killian turns to hear what Seth starts saying. “I was just walking by and saw her there.”

      “Apparently leaving your duties to put food in someone’s boot is frowned upon around here. It was his fault, anyway.” I point my finger at Seth and realize he’s finished with the exact same thing about me – complete with finger pointing.

      Pax runs a hand down his face. Pulling his brow smooth and drawing down his cheeks in frustration.

      “So he dragged you up to the Potions Lab?” Roarke asks, which possibly saves all of us from being yelled at.

      “We used an old fashioned Rearrange Potion,” Seth says.

      “Quiet,” Pax says, waving at Seth like a person would wave at a buzzing insect. “We’ve heard your story already, several versions of it. I want to know what she knows.”

      “How did you end up with an invisible wall?” Roarke asks.

      “Bubble.”

      “Fine, bubble,” he agrees.

      I nod, letting him know he has the facts right. I mean, technically the actual physical barrier would be better called a bubble-wall. But the idea of a bubble makes me feel much less doomed.

      “I started pouring the liquid on the books, but when some people arrived I left the bottle on the table.”

      “Logan had a test on the third bell,” Pax says. “Crown Lithael’s nephew or not, he’s still only forty-nine years old. He was only recently called, his triune is a baby, and he still has tests to pass in his classes and trials to survive if he’s ever going to go out on assignments. Rearrange the ingredients in a recipe, and he’s going to fail his test. We all deliberately failed our last potions quarter to get bumped back to square one – Logan’s class – to keep an eye on him.”

      “Not that it’s helped. He’s held out of classes more than he’s in them,” Roarke cuts in.

      “Regardless, the idea was not to sabotage him. Your new friend here,” Pax pauses to wave at Seth. “Used you to get past my order. What happened to the bottle?”

      “I didn’t see much. Blue-misty stuff everywhere –”

      “At least a hundred known potions have that reaction,” Roarke says, mostly as background noise because I keep talking and everyone’s attention stays on me.

      “When I walked toward it, it followed me, then went through the floor and vanished.”

      “The way it dissipates could narrow things down.” Roarke turns his eyes slightly skyward – a thoughtful expression on his face.

      “They didn’t touch it,” I say, looking to Seth for confirmation because I couldn’t actually see much from behind the desk.

      “Neither Logan, Tray, or Asanta?” Roarke checks.

      “No, they didn’t,” he agrees. “But we all did.”

      I breathe a shaky sigh of relief. Logan was in that room, and the idea of being trapped in a bubble with him runs through my body like shards of ice. Him – his uncle. I try to uncurl my fingers, to move just one small part of me, to shake off the images. The redhead screaming. The desire in the Crown’s voice. And what would happen to a woman who can’t escape.

      “Don’t,” Killian grunts, but his words are lost on me.

      Without warning, he stomps on my toes. Hard.

      “Crap, what was that for?” I demand, jumping around in pain.

      I suck my lip into my mouth and bite down to keep from letting anything else out – like actual crying noises.

      “Don’t think,” he says.

      “Could be a little more restrained about it, Darkness,” Roarke says.

      “Darkness and restrained, that’s a new concept,” Seth says.

      “A bit like Chaos not fucking up Logan’s potion and gluing her to us?” Roarke counters.

      “Alright, alright,” I say, well, part grimace, as I put my foot back on the ground. “Do we know what potion we walked through or not?”

      Pax’s demeanor stills. When he inhales again, it’s sharp and full of anger.

      “If the blue-mist has forced us all together in a way, then the original spell was designed to separate us, pull us apart from each other.”

      Killian growls his almost-a-monster growl.

      This is pretty much all my fault and they know it. I can feel an array of emotions washing off them. Predominantly anger. Seth has a worry crease above his brow. Roarke runs his hand through his long hair, then decides to pull it back into a knot at the back of his head. His movements are stilted, like he’s trying to accept an impending fate – possibly death. Pax is like a rock – if a rock could look ready to smash other rocks.

      And me. Little soot-slave with no business being here, being in a Potions Lab, or in the throne room of a nasty ass Crown who may, or may not, be behind every move Logan makes. Waiting to put these four on their knees and suck the life from their bodies too.

      “Sor –” my apology is cut off by Killian’s sharp movement, and my need to get my toes as far away from his boot as possible.

      “If they managed to place invisible walls between us, then things would get considerably more dangerous. You two,” Roarke says, pointing at Seth and me. “Might actually have saved us from that.”

      “Of course we have,” Seth says, but his smile is way too chuckin’ big.

      Pax moans. “Then what happened?”

      “You guys arrived,” Seth says.

      “And where was she?” Pax asks.

      “I was still behind the desk.”

      “You were behind the desk when we walked in?” Roarke is clearly asking me, but he turns his sharp gaze on his younger brother.

      Which is when Pax leans across and whacks Seth up the back of the head.

      “Idiot,” Killian growls.

      After he’s moved out of his brother’s reach, still rubbing his head, Seth settles his blue eyes apologetically on me.

      “Sorry,” he says softly.

      I’ve never had someone say sorry to me before. It’s uncomfortable, and I immediately look for an escape.

      Turning to Killian, I demand, “How come he’s allowed to say sorry?”

      “Because he’s a dickhead,” Killian grunts.

      Harsh, but I’m not arguing with that.

      “I understand you four and Logan have issues. But what did you guys do to piss off Asanta?” I ask, which by default is me asking what could I possibly have done to the woman.

      Seth rubs the back of his neck, growing a heated shade of pink as all of the guys turn toward him.

      “Yeah, I don’t date people with mean streaks. There’s a line between funny and nasty, and I don’t cross it,” he says. “Not like she does, anyway.”

      “She’s pissed because you won’t date her?” I gasp. I mean, of course he’d say no to her.

      Right?

      He nods, not that he can hear my added layer of internal questions.

      “She’s trying to get you all killed,” I say. Them and me.

      “Looks like it,” Seth says.

      “And she was talking about impressing the Crown,” I say.

      “Her older brother has always been loyal to Lucif, and by default, his son Lithael. Even before Lithael took control of the kingdom. So we were expecting some escalation. From the moment Logan got the call, we knew things here would change,” Roarke says.

      “You were expecting this?” I demand.

      “Well, not exactly this,” Roarke says. Then his gaze unfocuses on the middle distance – thinking. After a breath he adds, “but she does have the trifecta. Proven obedience to Logan, proven lust that’s turned to jealousy, and after what just happened in the stables I’d say she also has proven rage.”

      “Seth can deal with her,” Killian grunts.

      “Seth won’t touch her,” Pax snaps, which I find myself nodding at and getting a raised eyebrow from Seth for my actions.

      I meant in general. Not for any specific reason, I think, but I keep my mouth shut as Pax continues to talk.

      “Logan is our problem and we can’t touch him without pushing Lithael over this imagined line of control that he’s drawn. We keep our deal.”

      I don’t feel at all comforted by any of that.

      “She’s not smart enough to come up with her own plans, let alone act on them. She’s following Logan’s orders, even if she doesn’t want to admit it,” Seth says.

      “She said she was the one who found the potion recipe,” I recall.

      “That narrows things down. She doesn’t have access to a lot of Potions Masters or libraries.” Roarke’s face lights up at the idea. “We’ll find the source.”

      “Can we pop it?” I ask. “The bubble, not Asanta. It’s worth a try, right?”

      Maybe Asanta too, just not by me. That’s way above my dishwashing job description.

      Killian grunts in agreement.

      “We should probably try,” Roarke says, his lips pressing into a thin line that I translate to mean he’s not hopeful.

      We have to break it, but what are they going to do? Throw stuff at it? Throw me at it?

      They move back into the center of the space. I eye the horse’s saddlebags, wondering if I could find more food or a drink before my bubble reaches its limits – and I’m too late. A wall nudges my left arm, making me follow the guys. Watching for more blue leaves. I’m actually a little sad that I don’t spot any. Putting one in Killian’s bed would be amusing.

      “Get behind us,” Pax says, and I obey.

      “Or in front,” Killian says, which I do not obey because the guy is crazy.

      The four of them line up, bend down on one knee, brace their hands against the ground, and without warning, blast out power.

      Pure power. Strong as a hammer smashing into an anvil.

      It smacks into me. Into everything. Branches fall from nearby trees. Birds take off, making screeching sounds; I fly backward, hit the bubble and drop like a sack of seed to the ground. I’m not touching the bubble anymore, but the parts of me that did hit it feel like they are still being zapped by lightning.

      Groaning.

      Lots of groaning.

      “Didn’t we direct that forward?” Seth asks. He sounds confused, but I don’t move to look at him.

      The sand is biting into my cheek, my body in a heap, my head turned away from them, and right now I’m just going to lay here.

      “Are you okay, Kitten?” Roarke asks.

      “Not your pet,” I groan out.

      “It’s affected our magic,” Pax says, and he sounds like he’s walking toward me. “Amplified it within the bubble.”

      I draw my hands up underneath me. Manage to get my knees up underneath me too.

      And that’s as far as I get.

      Pax crouches down next to me.

      “Can you get up?” he asks.

      My whole body shakes and I create a quick list of reasons why getting up should be difficult. Four days ago, I was kidnapped by Silvari Elite Saber hot-as-chocolate assholes, and knocked out by magic. I didn’t eat for two days, then got up at dawn and worked my ass off, got knocked out again, thrown in the stocks, messed up by a potion, banged up by a bubble, kneeled before a Crown as he started to suck the life out of people, ate half a bread roll, slept for a few hours on a chair, woke up again and shoveled horse stalls all day, ate another morsel of food, and then got thrown through the air into an unrelenting wall of power.

      “No,” I say, my arms giving way. No, I can’t get up.

      “I’m going to pick you up,” Pax says.

      I want to tell him not to. Not to bother. Not to try. Not to even think about it.

      That want is my brain in old habits. My body, however, leans into his embrace. Curls against his muscled chest. Welcomes the strength that seeps from him to me. A strength I’ve never felt before. My body relaxes.

      And my mouth, for once, minds its own business.
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      I startle, realize I’m not falling, just being passed down from Pax on his horse to Killian on the ground, then try to stop myself from screaming.

      Not falling, I tell myself as I gulp down the squeal.

      “Easy, lass,” Killian says, putting me on my feet.

      I slept the whole trip back. How long was that trip, twenty minutes? Half an hour? Not long enough. Everything aches; even my bones protest their existence.

      “Do you reckon she needs more sleep?” Seth asks.

      “Of course she does. She’s human,” Roarke says.

      “Yes. Sleep,” I say. I look around for a suitable option, like the corner of the nearest horses stall, then I realize there’s another priority. “Wait. Toilet.”

      I hug my arms around myself, trying to warm away the ache, turning in a slow circle to work out where I am.

      “Why would that be my job?” Seth is asking, not me. Probably Pax.

      “Just point,” I say, searching the walls for an obvious bathroom door.

      Not that they’re obvious in this place. Built from the same timber and set back between two stalls, they’re actually really easy to miss.

      Seth walks off.

      “We’re going to need a roster for this kind of thing,” he calls over his shoulder.

      He better not be expecting me to follow him, because I have no idea where he’s going and my sleep dazed brain is still trying to work out what the guy’s talking about.

      “Go,” Pax says, waving me after Seth.

      I move with a half-hobble and half-stagger, kind of like a cow with a broken hip. They usually get put down.

      Avoiding that train of thought, I let Seth open the bathroom door.

      “Maybe shower while you’re in there,” he says, then closes the door with himself outside it.

      It’s a simple room. Four toilets on the left wall, each in cubicles, and a row of showers on the back wall without cubicles. The Elorsin brothers are the only Sabers sleeping out here, so the showers are more for washing the mud off your boots than for getting fully naked in.

      Feeling clean would be nice – but washing isn’t what I’d call it. Struggling and splashing is a better description. There’s a thin sliver of a bar of soap used to wash hands and no towels. Not that I’m awake enough to care. I slip back into my clothes and use the wall for support as I move toward the toilets.

      Even a cold shower hasn’t breathed life back into me.

      I slide into the toilet cubicle, latch the door, and manage to get my oversized male-servant pants back down before sitting…

      Then jerking awake to a pounding sound.

      Everything is pounding… no, not everything. Just the door. The one right in front of me. I sit up from my slouched position, still on the toilet, but leaning against the wall, and try to shake the dazed feeling from my head.

      “If you don’t come out, I will have to come in,” Seth says.

      I jump up from the loo, my pants up in a flash, and barely get the tie done before unlatching the door and looking up at him from under droopy eyelids.

      He has the prettiest blue eyes I’ve ever seen. They’re like the blue right at noon, right in the middle of the sky. He doesn’t even blink.

      “You were asleep, weren’t you?” he asks.

      I shake my head.

      “Sure you weren’t. Don’t kick me in the balls.”

      Kick him?

      He scoops down and picks me up, draping my weight over his shoulder.

      “If Pax asks, I got your permission first,” he’s saying. “Not sure you can talk right now to give me permission, though. You know you weigh next to nothing. Compared to you, a Silvari woman weighs the same as a small horse…”

      But I don’t care. No care – just silky soft sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “We can try some potions,” Roarke says from somewhere in the room.

      I don’t actually know where in the room, because my eyes are still closed and my whole body still wants to be asleep.

      “Is there one that will work?” Pax asks.

      “I won’t know until I try, but she can’t stay in those walls. It will slowly kill her.”

      “Or quickly. We’ve come close a few times already,” Seth offers.

      Pax just rumbles.

      There’s movement around the room, all the subtle noises people make. Bare feet brushing loose straw, clothing being picked up, and a horse snorting.

      “We can’t let the dignitaries know, the news will get back to Lithael too quickly,” Pax says.

      “So we can’t utilize the resources in the White Castle. No help from the Potions Master or the Wisdom Keeper in the grand library?”

      Silence hangs in the room. Either someone is nodding or shaking their head. Or they’re communicating telepathically – also a possibility.

      “Not here,” Killian says.

      Well, grumbles. Killian doesn’t actually say anything.

      “He’s right. We need to get far from the White Castle. She won’t survive Lithael once he suspects her, it’s too easy to kill the little mortal,” Roarke says.

      “Wake her up,” Pax orders.

      “I will,” Roarke says, his footsteps growing closer. “Open your eyes, Kitten. Your eyes want to open.” His voice laced with Allure.

      “Roarke, go away,” I groan – not opening my eyes.

      “Did she just resist you?” Seth asks, and he sounds surprised.

      “No,” Roarke snaps.

      His tone makes me open my eyes – to a full view of Seth’s ass… In a pair of white braies, bent over, putting his pants on, still shirtless.

      Lots of muscle. Smooth skin except for the black swirly image branded into the base of his spine. I pull whatever it is that’s covering me like a blanket up over my head. It’s not a blanket, maybe a cloak. It’s warm and soft and too thick for me to see through. That’s good, because I was enjoying that view – and that’s very dangerous.

      “We have to work, Shade, so either you get up and throw some fresh clothes on or you get dragged out of bed by a wall,” Pax says from somewhere else in the room.

      “Bubble,” I counter.

      I throw the cloak off, confirming that I’m on one of the makeshift hay bale beds, a yellow and cream horse blanket underneath me. There are four beds in here, plus their rough attempts at making four couches. That’s about all that fits in this space.

      And the four guys. All in various stages of pulling on shirts or boots. My breath stills.

      Which chuckin’ gods decided to take me – practically afraid to be near a guy – and put me in a small room with four of them? So now I’m waking up to hotness-One, hotness-Two, hotness-Three and hotness-Four and I’m always going to be too scared to get close to them.

      That’s a good thing, I tell myself. These guys will kill you.

      “Why is she hesitating?” Killian asks as he slides a blade into the back of his belt, one in his boot, another one in a pocket inside his shirt.

      “She’s dealing with some serious desire,” Roarke answers.

      “What?” I demand, glaring at them both, but neither one looks across at me.

      “And fear,” Killian says, inhaling deeply. “There’s a hint of ash in the air.”

      “And lust,” Roarke says, his head tilted a little to the side as he approaches me, while in the background Seth starts to pull a shirt over his head.

      “There is no lust,” I say, squeak actually, leaping backward into a crouch on the bed.

      Pax hurls a boot, Roarke’s boot, across the room, but Roarke ducks and the thing sails into a horse’s stall.

      “I wasn’t going to touch her,” Roarke says, forgetting about me.

      He lets himself into the horse stall and snatches the boot from the ground.

      “I’ve been behaving myself,” he says, balancing on one foot to pull his boot on.

      I’m still perched on top of the bed, trying to decide what the bralls is going on here, when he lets himself back out of the stall and half-hobbles through the room wearing one boot – beelining the door. He makes hobbling look sexy.

      “I can’t tell her not to think or feel,” Pax says, then he seems to realize something. “And you’re not telling her anything at all.”

      “Two minutes,” Killian grumbles over the end of Pax’s sentence.

      Two minutes – to get dressed?

      I dash about, scrounging for clothes. All of the items that Pax chose, and the stuff I chose, are exactly where they were the last time I saw them – which is everywhere. It takes me three goes before I’ve found one of each, a tunic and tights, rather than two tunics or two tights.

      Pax opens the wall, and they all file out.

      “Wait,” I holler, the wall beginning to shift back into place before I’ve moved.

      “We’re waiting,” Pax says.

      Oh, right. They’ve given me the room.

      “Or maybe we aren’t,” Seth says just as the last branches seal tight.

      I almost trip, yanking my tights on.

      “Can someone hit him for me?” I ask, followed so closely by an ‘oomph’ sound that I’m sure the hitting was already coming.

      I don’t waste my time, yanking Pax’s shirt off over my head and pulling the fresh tunic into place. Slipping into my tights as quickly as the damned things will let me.

      One boot, two boots, then as a last minute thought I snag a roll and two apples from their stash. Servants pockets are big enough for snacks. With a few quick strokes, my hair’s back in a tight, no-nonsense, got-stables-to-clean band. Ready in less than five seconds.

      I touch the branch wall and just like last time nothing happens.

      I hesitate because being asked to be let out of a room is an all-new experience for me – one that has only happened since I met these guys.

      I’ve been locked up plenty of times, but always outside, rain, hail, baking summer sun – and I never once asked to be let out of my chains.

      The branches begin to move.

      “Did you find out who created it?” Pax is asking.

      “I didn’t knock,” I say.

      “You walked up to the door,” Pax says, leading the way into the stables.

      “So in the future, if you’re still naked don’t walk up to the wall,” Seth says. “No one can hear anything that goes on in there.”

      He takes a few quick steps, then effortlessly hops up onto the first of the stall walls. Balancing his way across the railing and still managing to walk faster than us.

      “How’d you hear me walk up to the door?” I ask. “Nope, don’t worry. I’m guessing you smelled me.”

      “Something like that,” Pax says, but he tweaks a smile and tilts his head just a little, before turning to Roarke. “So did you get a name?”

      And since the conversation is off me, I busy my mouth with eating.

      “Name and address,” Roarke says.

      “What did it cost?” Pax asks.

      Roarke rubs the back of his neck, looking at me like he’s not sure how to answer.

      “They won’t remember – much – but they will recover,” he finally says. “We just need an assignment to get us out of here.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Because we can’t push past the Return Seal for long enough to get to the border. We need a Release Seal and they’re only administered with the fancy piece of paper signed by the council. We need an assignment. We physically can’t leave without one,” Roarke answers.

      “But we left yesterday.”

      “A strolling in the forest isn’t a challenge for our power,” Roarke says.

      “How long before we can leave, then?” I ask, ignoring all of the stuff he’s clearly not saying.

      Probably stuff to do with torturing people into sharing information. I don’t think I want to know.

      “Won’t be long. Lithael hates the Elites staying here for too long,” Roarke answers, but by the look Pax gives him I can tell that’s already too much information.

      Pax gets our orders from the Stables Master. Killian collects our tools and Seth stops using the walls as a child’s climbing toy long enough for all of that to happen. Soon we’re at the end of a hall on our hands and knees scrubbing the slate stone floor.

      We work side by side, moving slowly backward down the hall. I can scrub like the best of them, but their muscle, even just their hand strength, is clearly better suited to a simple servant’s task like this than mine. I struggle to keep up, to do the job with the cuts and pain in my left hand and arm, but I struggle in silence because a servant only complains about one pain if they want their masters to make it two.

      I wait until it’s obvious that this section of the stables is empty and the other stable hands have chosen to avoid us again, before asking, “What do we do once you get an assignment?”

      “Depends,” Pax says.

      It’s me, then Pax, Seth, Roarke, and Killian.

      Four in order again.

      “On what?” I ask.

      “On what the stakes are. If people might die, we complete the assignment first and run the risk of not getting to Eydis before the Release Seal dissolves.”

      “Who?”

      “The Potions Master who created the Rearrange Potion. Every potion is unique, so, to undo the potion we need her help.”

      “What are your assignments, usually?”

      “Elites don’t go on missions to eliminate the odd wieldron nest or guard a new dragon-wing.”

      “I have no idea what that means,” I admit.

      I’ve heard of wieldrons, the flying cats that once emerged from the forest to devour our sheep – all of them. Fighting one of them sounds incredibly dangerous, the kind of thing I would have expected these guys to be sent to do. I don’t want to think of what kinds of bad situations these guys are sent to if wieldrons are too tame for them, but I have to ask.

      “What do you fight, then?”

      “We used to fight rogue Seeds. When Saber triunes lose a member, the remaining two are free to return to society. To their families. Not all of them want to leave the adrenalin and the fighting behind,” Roarke says, his voice travelling along our line. “Some stay on as enforcement here at the Castle, or throughout the towns. Many aren’t happy with that option.”

      “There are a few that kill a member of their triune to release themselves from their obligations,” Seth adds.

      “Of course they do. There are assholes everywhere,” I mutter. “So where do the bad-Seeds go?”

      “Tanakan Prison,” Pax says, dipping his scrubbing brush in the soapy water and working hard at what looks like solid mud, or poo, I’m not sure. “Or at least they used to. The prison was locked down nearly a hundred years ago.”

      “Then what? People don’t stop stealing and hurting and killing overnight.”

      “They do if there’s something bigger and badder out there.”

      “Or in here,” I mutter.

      Pax nods. “Orders are to kill, not capture, the worst of the Seeds.”

      “What does a Seed have to do to get themselves killed?”

      “Murder, rape, maiming. A ShockwaveSeed toward the southern border levelled a whole village ten years back. Some Seeds have put themselves up for hire, and Lithael takes advantage of them, but they never live long.”

      “Nice,” I drawl.

      What other Seeds are out there? Are the options endless? A NightmareSeed or a Freeze-you-in-place-and-have-their-way-with-youSeed?

      “There’s little chance we won’t be risking other people’s lives if we detour before tending to the job,” Pax says, which wasn’t what I was asking.

      The others keep scrubbing, a rhythmic scraping-brushing-splashing noise filling the building, and I try to keep up.

      “What’s plan B?” I ask.

      “We have a day or two after the mission expires before the seal dissolves and the pull toward the White Castle begins to build.” Pax talks with the kind of calm that I envy.

      “You have to come back?” I ask.

      “It’s a new measure,” Pax says.

      “How new?” I ask.

      “About eighty years ago.” He shrugs.

      The information doesn’t click in for me. The White Castle makes them stronger, and yet a Crown whose control seems to be dependent on being stronger than everyone else wants them all locked up here.

      “We can usually stretch it to a week. Some Sabers are in pain within hours,” Seth says, it’s the first time he has chimed in on the conversation.

      “Of. Course. You. Can,” I say, exaggerating each word.

      He smiles.

      “No need to deny the awesome.”

      Pax deflates in frustration, letting out a loud huff, so I try to steer the conversation back toward the important stuff.

      “Job one – find Eydis. Job two – get rid of the bubble. Job three – get me back …” I swallow my last word.

      “Job one,” Seth cuts in loudly. “Scrub the floors.”

      “Job two – lunch,” Roarke adds.

      “All right, I get it.”

      And we keep scrubbing. Every few minutes Pax’s arm goes out and he pushes me back, leaning across to scrub parts of my section – trying to help me keep up with them. And even though we see only the odd stable boy, who doesn’t stick around, I’m still not terribly comfortable with moving backward on my hands and knees.

      I keep glancing over my shoulder.

      “Not happening,” Killian says from the other end of the line.

      “What?” I ask.

      “No one can sneak up on us, lass,” Roarke explains.

      “They can sneak up on me,” I mutter.

      “You’re with us,” Pax says, then in one fluid motion he stands, the scrubbing brush discarded on the floor.

      Killian’s on his feet in the same instant, looking fierce – which is about the only way the guy can look – but the fact that his hand snakes behind his back and his fingers wrap around the hilt tucked into his belt has my heart racing. I shuffle backward for the nearest gap in the branches and shimmy my way through it. Seth perches on the balls of his feet, but he doesn’t stand up. He’s bouncing a little, his head cocked to one side. Watching the same corner as the others. Someone is coming, but Seth doesn’t look alarmed. Roarke just sits down on the wet slate, pulling his knees up and resting his arms across them. Definitely not concerned.

      I slip into the deepest shadow in the stall, getting nudged once on the head by the horse and then ignored.

      “Teegan,” Pax says, about a second before the tall blond turns the corner.

      She’s dressed mostly in leather pants and a leather tunic. The riding and fighting kind. Several long and fresh looking gashes cover the chest guard and her forehead sports a purple bruise. Her hair’s pulled back into a tight braid, and in true Saber style, her features are beautiful as well as fierce, and the depth in her eyes is intense. Seductive.

      “Commander Pax,” she says, offering a deep bow before she continues to walk.

      “Teegan,” Killian rumbles a warning.

      Two more women come around the corner and move to bow.

      “Don’t,” Pax says.

      “As it must be,” one of them sighs, but I can see she’s itching to do it anyway.

      They approach my guys, and I could be imagining things but the heavy feeling of power around me deepens.

      Killian had said that Silvari shouldn’t feel right. They definitely feel like something, but it’s not wrongness. For some stupid reason, being in the presence of this larger group feels more right.

      “The council had us on the Southern border dealing with unrest,” Teegan says.

      “The people?” Pax asks.

      “We couldn’t pinpoint it. People going missing. Thefts. Maybe it’s the border? We were drawn back too soon.”

      She flashes him her palm, as if showing him that there is nothing there. The other two women do the same.

      “Have you reported to the council?” Pax asks.

      “We sent the report, but I don’t know what news is making it to all of them – or any of them,” Teegan says, and one of the girls beside her rubs a hand across her brow, massaging the tension that’s building up.

      “Commanders Imogen, Kaia, Zuri, and their teams are all along the border too,” Teegan says.

      “Alarik’s team is here,” Pax says.

      Her eyes go wide and the other two fidget nervously.

      “That’s it?” she asks. “Of twelve Elite teams, only two are in the castle?”

      “One,” Pax corrects.

      She takes a second to register the scrubbing instruments and soapy buckets – to realize that Pax is doing the work of a servant – then bows again.

      “My lord,” she says softly – like seeing Pax without his rank physically pains her.

      Killian lets out his I-will-rip-you-apart growl.

      She clears her throat, heat rising to redden her face and beads of sweat forming along her hairline. I think I’m underestimating Killian’s inner beast – whatever he has inside that’s just waiting to come out, it’s worse than any normal animal that I can imagine.

      “What are we walking in to?” she asks once she has recovered, nodding toward the castle.

      “Forty-two teams. Thirty-one are less than a century old,” Roarke gives the figures, but the girl’s eyes stay locked on Pax’s – almost forcibly.

      “And Logan?” Teegan asks.

      “He’s failing his tests all on his own,” Pax says, and though he doesn’t make it obvious, I can sense that part of that sentence was for his brother’s benefit. “He must attend his first trial on the next moon.”

      “I don’t understand, trials make triunes stronger,” the girl furthest back says, then looks like she regrets talking as she grits her teeth and squares her shoulders.

      “He won’t survive,” Roarke says. “He’s proven that.”

      “I’ve seen him fight –” she begins, but Killian’s snort makes her stop sharply.

      “But no brain,” Roarke explains, tapping his temple.

      “Is there any news on Kyra?” Pax asks, getting all three females attention again.

      “None. Still under lock and key at the Black Castle until she gets the call.”

      “Forest help us,” one of the other girls adds.

      “Leave and return,” Pax says.

      “Just so you know, I really want to bow right now,” Teegan says softly, before turning and pretty much marching back the way she came.

      “You can come out now,” Pax says, not looking at me.

      “The council is losing its grip,” Roarke says, an uncharacteristic tension to his voice.

      And just like that, they turn and get back to scrubbing, worry creased brows, thin lips, and distant gazes on all of them.

      Roarke risks a stray glance over his shoulder where the women were standing, a flicker of longing in his gaze.

      Which actually – stupidly – makes me a little jealous. Like somewhere inside maybe  I want that look.

      Go back to scrubbing, Shade, I order myself.

      And I obey.
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      Once we’re back inside the section of the stables currently called home, I start asking my next questions. Sometimes they get answered, other times Pax just has to look at me and I shut up.

      “Who exactly is the council?” I ask, waiting for everyone else to take their seats before perching myself on the edge of a bed – as out of their space as I can get.

      “Silva is ruled by one Crown and a council of ten,” Seth says.

      “Five,” Pax counters.

      Seth shrugs, throws his cloak around his shoulders and without saying anything, lets himself out of the room.

      “Four, actually,” Roarke sighs.

      “Where’s Seth going?”

      “I’m sure we’ll find out soon,” Killian mutters.

      I slip my boots off one at a time, massaging my toes. Kneeling all morning puts aches in to interesting parts of a person’s body.

      “Like nobility?” I take a stab at the council’s importance.

      “Like rulers,” Roarke agrees. “Our Crown can’t do anything without the consent of at least three council members. Even giving Sabers assignments requires three Council members to sign the orders.”

      Killian grunts and I wait for someone to offer up a translation.

      “It wasn’t always a requirement. The council brought that in when Lithael sat himself on the throne. Otherwise, he’d have us all sitting on the border, probably on the other side of the thing, permanently.”

      “What’s wrong with that?” I used to live there.

      Aside from some of the people, it’s not that bad.

      “Silvari can’t be near the border for long,” Roarke begins, pausing to make eye contact with Pax. “She probably doesn’t know. It’s been a few hundred generations on the other side.”

      “You could fill a library with the things I don’t know,” I mutter.

      “The border requires magic to exist,” Pax says.

      He reaches into a basket on the table, turns in his seat and tosses me an apple. “It draws this magic from several sources, springs of power, along the perimeter of the forest. But the border doesn’t really care much about the source. It’ll suck the magic from the most powerful things nearby. We could sit next to a spring and be unaffected, but if we’re the most powerful entity nearby, our magic would be slowly siphoned off.”

      “What happens then?” I ask.

      “We would never be completely drained, but we would be considerably more vulnerable. Other Silvari and most Sabers are not so lucky,” Roarke says.

      “So, you’d be vulnerable in a fight?”

      “We rarely need our magic to fight,” Pax says.

      “But others do?” I ask, growing tired of getting answers that make me more confused.

      “Others weaker than us,” Killian says, as he uses his boot knife to clean underneath his fingernails.

      I’d have thought a morning scrubbing would have done that for him. I’d also think the risk of cutting your own finger off is pretty high – but I’m not Killian.

      “Which is everyone else, so, yeah, others,” Seth says, frightening the crap out of me – I didn’t even hear the door open.

      I rub my temples. This is getting me nowhere.

      Seth taps my shoulder with the tip of a bottle and I take it from him before looking at it. Apple in one hand, bottle in the other, and my head still full of questions.

      “Why do you need a magic-sucking border anyway?”

      “We didn’t always,” Pax leans forward to rest his elbows on his knees, which means, from my position on the bed, that I can’t see his face anymore. He accepts a bottle from Seth before continuing, “One day, a rift split Silvari magic from your mortal magic. There was a war. Magic was destroying everything. There still isn’t much that grows close to your side of the border. The fires that raged were so intense they sucked the life from deep within the earth. So our Crown put up a border, forging our realm into the size of a forest and locking your realm out. In here, Sabers live to a thousand or so, everyone else lives to a few hundred, time works differently. Everyone is safe.” He talks with so much heart. “Was safe.”

      “Should she even be drinking?” Roarke asks, cutting the feeling in the room in half and replacing it with a challenge.

      “Yes, Three, I can drink.”

      “No, I mean this is Silvari wine,” he says, waving his bottle a little.

      I was so deeply listening to Pax’s story that I hadn’t even looked at what Seth gave me. It’s a plain brown glass bottle. Slightly squat, a little like a ball, and with no label or anything. Like wherever Seth got it from was a step before the part where they put a tag on it. I pull the cork from the top and a haze of ripe berries fills my nose.

      “Should I get it back?” Seth asks, his words aren’t for me, but he’s looking at me as he says them.

      Not that I needed any kind of head start.

      I tip the bottle to my lips and let the sweet juice fill my mouth and throat until there is no more.

      A satisfied sigh escapes my lips. As I lower the bottle I steal a quick glance at each of the boys. Killian is drinking his own bottle, his knife gone and his feet up on the makeshift table. Roarke is frowning at me, his bottle not even opened yet. Seth is smiling, because Seth is an idiot.

      “If the mortal gets drunk and starts running around naked, you’re catching her,” Pax says, pointing to Seth.

      “That sounds like my area of expertise,” Roarke chimes.

      “No,” Pax says.

      He holds out his hand, and Roarke passes his bottle over.

      “I’m not doing any of that,” I say, followed by a loud hiccup.

      Seth laughs, but his eyes don’t leave mine as he sips his own drink.

      Damn bastard set me up.

      Yelling at him from over here just isn’t going to be effective enough!

      I launch myself off the bed, onto the back of the hay-bale-couch, consider that every bone in my body has lost its mind, and find myself standing on the hay-bale-table in the middle of the room. Face to face with Seth.

      “This’ll be good,” Roarke mutters behind me.

      I stab my finger into Seth’s chest, the tip bending back and his chest not caring at all. A shovel, that’s what I need. A shovel would put a dent in his chest.

      “I. Am. Not. Your. Toy.”

      He stares at me.

      At this height I’m a smidge taller than he is, and that smidge does fantastic things to my confidence.

      The corner of his lips crack into a slow smile, but he doesn’t say anything, doesn’t move, barely even blinks. I find myself not blinking too. Just staring. Like the first one of us to move loses – and what will be lost is my humanity, or individuality, or some other ‘ity’ word. Losing means sinking to toy status.

      He isn’t making it easy for me. Those pools of blue, like the sky, like freedom, try to hold my attention. Try to draw me deeper into this stupid game. The sun coming in through the high window behind him lights up the gold strands through his hair. One day I am going to pluck one from his head and see what it’s made of.

      He’s moving, I realize, leaning ever so slightly to the left.

      Then a little further.

      What’s he doing?

      Balance gone, I topple to the side and off the edge of the bale with all the skill of a child who’s been spun around and around real fast. Seth grabs me mid-air, pulls me into his chest and sets me on the ground. He’s taller than me again, and his body is vibrating with a winner’s laugh.

      “What did you do?” I demand.

      “Have you ever had a drink before?” Roarke asks, still seated somewhere behind me, and also laughing.

      Seth releases me, but I take a second before stepping away from his embrace. Checking that the room has stopped spinning.

      Killian and Pax are sharing looks. Just the motion of their eyes, from each other to Seth and back, is full of communication that they don’t voice.

      “Didn’t think she’d last that long,” Killian says.

      “Didn’t know she could jump hay bales,” Pax adds.

      “Yes. I’ve had a drink before, of course I can jump hay bales, and I would have won if he didn’t fight dirty,” I say, turning to each of them as I speak and Seth last.

      “We all fight dirty,” Seth starts to say.

      I’m close enough to kick him in the balls and while I’m still considering it, my foot takes action. Apparently, the first side effect of being drunk is losing my body’s normal ability to behave itself. I have had a few sips of wine before, stolen from the bottom of the bottles. And shots of rum when Cook was trying to warm the chill from my bones after it snowed overnight. Apple cellars aren’t made for keeping the snow out, and their doors aren’t made for opening when there’s a snow bank outside them either. But then apple cellars aren’t supposed to be used as bedrooms, and I thought that was a pretty good idea myself.

      But he just chuckles.

      Chuckles.

      At me.

      I raise my arm, ready to poke him harder – on the nose or something equally as ineffective. But he grabs both of my arms before I can connect.

      My right arm doesn’t care, but my bandaged-under-my-sleeve and damaged-from-a-broken-knife left arm screams in pain.

      I buckle, dropping like a sack of seed. My eyes squeeze shut against the pain in my wrist and my knees thud onto the slate floor. He lets go instantly and jumps away from me, arms raised, palms open.

      As if to prove he means no harm.

      Everyone is on their feet, and there’s a low grumble coming from beside me. Pax. Pax is beside me. He steps closer and I find myself cowering a little.

      “She’s still healing,” Killian says.

      “Of course she’s still healing,” Pax says, gripping the shoulder of my shirt and hauling me to my feet.

      Just Pax, I tell myself. Just pain from the stupid cut I gave myself.

      I’m annoyed as crap at how all of that just unfolded, like the sensation of pain triggered the same response I’ve had my whole life regardless of how different these guys are to the Manor Lord.

      “Of course I’m still healing,” I say, my mouth trying to get the rest of me to focus. “It’s been two days.”

      Pax makes it clear he wants me to sit on the hay-bale-table and doesn’t let go of my shirt until I’ve obeyed. Then Killian takes front and center.

      “One of us would be healed by now,” Roarke says, also sitting close by.

      Apparently, my buckling in pain created a serious reaction in them all.

      Seth’s the only one who gives himself some space – and I think that’s a matter of self-preservation. He walks over to one of the beds and stretches out, still sipping his bottle.

      “Yes. I’ve been wearing a bandage on my hand all day just for fun,” I say, rolling my eyes a little at him.

      “Logan must enjoy that about mortals,” Seth says.

      Pax growls, sudden and sharp.

      “We’re not going to let that happen. We’re not letting her out of our sight,” Roarke says.

      “I know. I was just saying,” Seth stops himself there.

      The guy really knows how to dig himself a hole.

      Logan scares the chuck out of me. Especially given the minions he has gathering around him to bully me. Asanta might have her own reasons – and they run pretty deep – but she’s not the Crown’s nephew. She’s not the one who can open a door into the world of the dead. More importantly, the Elorsins aren’t afraid of Asanta. But Logan, he’s high on their problems list.

      “You feel too much,” Killian grunts.

      I huff at him, mostly because he’s not wrong. As I swallow back my feelings, he unties the knot and unravels the layers with efficient, almost disinterested movements.

      “Sit down,” he says, the instruction isn’t aimed at me, it’s aimed at Pax, who offers him a glare in response.

      “I’m fine,” Pax growls.

      “Sure you are,” Killian counters.

      He pulls the last of the bandage off, the part going around my wrist and hand.

      Pax turns and heads for the door. Just like that. Gone.

      I risk a glance over my shoulder – risk because the world is still slightly too easy to unbalance, before turning back to Killian.

      “Can someone please tell me why the Darkness guy is the one I’m trusting with my broken flesh?” I ask into the silence.

      “He feels pain,” Seth says. “He knows how it works. When ‘ouch’ means ‘ouch’ or ‘holy shit I’m about to die’.”

      “A flesh wound compared to a mortal wound,” Roarke says.

      He leans across and picks up the bottle of sweet Silvari wine that Pax took off him only moments ago. Seth’s off the bed in a flash, snatches it from Roarke’s hand and holds it out for me.

      “Mortal, meaning a wound on a mortal?” I ask, accepting the bottle with Roarke making a snorting sound in the background.

      “Mortal meaning about to die,” Killian says.

      A small bag of supplies appears on the table next to me, thanks to Seth. Fresh bandages and a bottle of crap-that-stings-like-hell.

      Killian uncaps the bottle.

      “Scream,” he suggests.

      “No,” I grunt, the liquid already flowing over my arm.

      Burning and searing.

      It passes, he pins the wound under his palm and just looks at me.

      Revenge is required. I have the vaguest recollection of needing to repay this guy for something else too. Like maybe letting Asanta try to kill me. I think it should involve horse shit.

      “Why not? It helps,” he says, drawing me back from my thoughts.

      I ignore that question – it’s stupid. Whether I choose to scream or not is up to me.

      He starts to wrap my arm in a fresh bandage. Layering the bandage toward my wrist, even though the cuts on my palm are healed enough to leave in the air.

      “That’s enough,” I say, trying to take it from him.

      He shakes his head.

      “Pax,” he says, his thumb running over the rough edges on the scars around my wrist.

      “What do you mean ‘Pax’? They’re just scars and they’re mine – nothing to do with Pax.”

      “Let him wrap them, lass,” Roarke says, his tone too reasonable, his gaze too gentle and the sedate slouch to the way he’s sitting makes this conversation feel too serious.

      “Why?”

      “Have you considered why Pax broke the chain from your wrist in the first place?” Roarke asks.

      “Because I have bad luck and you guys have him,” I say, stabbing a thumb toward Seth who’s laying on a bed again, with his arm over his eyes.

      To all appearances he’s having a nap.

      “It’s a blessing,” he says, but he doesn’t crack an eyelid to look at me.

      “Pax didn’t jump in and crush that cuff. Actually, he worked very hard to ignore it – and me. He only bothered noticing because of Seth,” I say.

      “There’s a difference between a mortal you’ve never met and a girl named Shade who is right in front of him all the time,” Roarke says.

      “Cover these for now, he’ll get used to them,” Killian says.

      The Darkness guy is worried about something his commander feels when he sees the marks left on me from being held captive. I look around for Pax again, and confirm he hasn’t silently re-entered the room. Which these guys are very good at doing.

      “He better not see me naked then,” I say, slamming a hand over my mouth. “Crap, did not mean to say that.”

      Killian ties off the ends of the bandage and stands, almost stiffly. Which leaves me at a considerable height disadvantage. I jump to my feet and up onto the hay bales.

      “Why?” I ask. “I meant to say why – forget the other stuff.”

      “We all have a past, Kitten,” Roarke says.

      He’s managed to find another bottle and without thinking, I launch myself at it. Snatching it from his fingers and replacing it with my empty one.

      “What’s his sto–” Hiccup. “– ry.”

      A bell rings and Roarke gives up on having something to drink with lunch.

      It’s only lunchtime, and I’m considerably on the tipsy end of the scale.

      Killian leaves first, but Roarke’s still getting his boots on when I abandon my half finished third bottle of wine. I wander myself toward the door. Maybe stumble. No, not quite a stumble. Could be a stagger. Either way, I make it to my boots and have to lean against the wall to pull them on.

      “Pax’s story, spill,” I order, eyes on Roarke.

      The world starts to lean to the left and I feel my body leave the wall and begin to fall toward the floor. Roarke’s arm shoots out, bracing me and then pushing me upright again.

      “Hey, that does work,” he says, smiling over my shoulder at Seth.

      Roarke leans me back against the wall and I grab his wrist before he can get too far away from me. I don’t care if his long hair is so damned cute, or if his eyes are the kind of black pools that hold the world’s knowledge, or if he’s number Three and his brother will probably punish him for opening his mouth. I want answers.

      I fix my gaze on him and muster up some allure of my own.

      “You know you want to t-tell me,” I say, and it was going great until I stuttered.

      He smiles, genuine, warm, all-consuming. Wrapping his own fingers over the top of mine. He doesn’t lean in, doesn’t impose on my space, doesn’t clamp down on my hand as if to hold me here.

      “You can’t use my tricks on me,” he says, his voice taking on hypnotic depths. “Hop on one foot.”

      And I chuckin’ do.

      “Stick out your tongue,” he says.

      And I do that too.

      “Now ask me your question.”

      I try, but only gibberish comes off my too-much-wine tongue that happens to be sticking out between my teeth while I’m hopping on one foot. Seth cracks up, bent double, falling to the floor, thinks this is so funny.

      Roarke lets go of my hand and I instantly let go of his.

      “We have work to do,” he says.

      I suck my tongue back into my mouth, taking a few swallows to clear the dryness away.

      “Ass,” I say, as he’s turning.

      He steps through the doorway, and trips.

      Over Seth.

      In all of my acting like an idiot, after Seth had laughed so hard the guy may have peed himself, he’d moved out the door and stood with his foot in Roarke’s way.

      Roarke grunts as he hits the slate. Then he’s on his feet and walking away like nothing happened.

      Seth winks and I struggle through the door before it shuts.

      “You’re welcome,” he fake-whispers.

      The words ‘thank you’ don’t leave my lips, but I’m pretty sure my barely smothered smile shares my appreciation.

      “Where are we going?” I manage to fake-whisper, jogging alongside him.

      Because I really need to jog and I really need to whisper.

      “Work,” he whispers back, playing into my drunken dumbness.

      Drinking always leads to dumb shit.

      On some level, I realize I’m drunk, stupidly drunk, and that the things I’m doing are out of place with reality, but my give-a-shit has vanished. My chest has relaxed. Tension continuing to ease from my whole being.

      “We already worked today?” I whisper.

      “More work,” he whispers back.

      “We didn’t have more work yesterday.”

      “We did, Ravaryn covered for us, but today we work.”

      “Why’d you give me wine at lunch, then?”

      “Because it’s funny,” he says, leaning in real close and letting the words fall with the warmth of his breath onto my ear. “And you’re much more fun when you’re not afraid of everything.”

      Is it that obvious? The way the wine has affected me? The way I feel all of the time without the wine?

      He turns around and starts to walk backward.

      “Come on, little toy,” he says, pretending there’s a rope connecting us and that he’s pulling me toward him.

      Before I can catch up and do something stupid, like try to poke him again, we’ve located the others. Our job this afternoon seems to be polishing posts.

      Posts that look this good, all shiny and smooth, they need maintenance. The three guys are working as a team, Pax standing on the slightly bigger branches that form the top of the half-walls between stalls and reaching up to polish the high places. Roarke is in the corridor using smooth movements on the outside posts and Killian is inside the stall working on the inside posts.

      Pax runs his gaze over me in assessment, but I don’t get a chance to react before he’s tossing a polishing cloth at my face.

      “You, down low,” he says to me, then tosses a cloth at Seth. “You, up high.”

      “I can do up high,” I say in defiance.

      And just to prove it, I climb on top of the nearest post, balancing on the balls of my feet and reaching up – for all of one second.

      “Not there,” Pax grumbles, at the same moment as I slip, feet going backward and the rest of me toppling forward.

      I fall against the side of a horse, then all of the way to the ground. Flat on my back in the straw.

      The horse lets out a snort and turns to investigate the intrusion, nudging me with a gentle nose.

      “The polish is still wet there,” Pax says, but I can hardly hear him over the others laughing. Even Pax is shaking his head in some kind of amusement.

      Killian grunts, turning to put some elbow grease into the post at the back of the stall. Not this stall. Not the one I’m in or the one I was trying to work in.

      Because of course, these guys had already polished this one.

      I wait until they’re over it, the laughter runs out, and their attention goes back to their work before I roll over, tummy down, and shimmy forward. Not toward the stall door, which my clear mind would have suggested. Nope – wine-brain wants me to creep up on Killian’s boots.

      The man wears high ankle, lots-of-buckles boots, but today the top few buckles have been left undone and there’s a glimpse of his black sock inside. I grab a piece of straw, dig it into a clump of horse crap, and edge closer.

      Gripping the edge of Killian’s sock, I pull it out, and feel him look down at me instantly. Before he can say anything, or move, I dump the manure in. Then, as if he can’t see me, I begin to shimmy backward, trying to get myself back through the stall wall and some kind of barrier between us.

      He still doesn’t move, stone still, but I know without looking up that his gaze is fixed on me.

      “Did you just put shit in my sock?” he asks, an odd air of perfect calmness to his voice.
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      Killian and calm aren’t two words I’d normally put into one sentence.

      Seth cackles. Throwing himself at the roof rafters above the stalls and swinging arm-over-arm to dangle above us.

      I look up into Killian’s deep black eyes. Black with a sheen of emerald, like the feathers on a rooster.

      “No,” I say, cringing. “I think he did it,” I add, whispering like it’s a secret and stabbing my thumb in Seth’s direction. “He’s a bit of an ass like that. I told him not to and everything.”

      Seth drops onto the horse’s back in Killian’s stall.

      “She thinks she’s better than me,” he says to his brother.

      Killian clocks him over the back of the head with an open palm. Which momentarily wipes the smile off Seth’s face. My stomach clenches with the effort of holding in my laughter. Laughing now would bring Killian’s attention back onto me and I’m quite happy with it being on Seth.

      “I didn’t tell her to do it,” Seth says, rubbing his head.

      “You gave her wine,” Killian grumbles.

      The big guy yanks Seth’s boot off, followed by his sock, and then lifts his own foot high enough that he can, in a few swift movements, get his own shoe and sock off.

      “That’s childish,” Seth says, pushing himself up to crouch on the back of the horse.

      He coils, ready to leap and swing himself out of reach via the rafters, but instead a great chunk of manure whacks him in the back of the head and he drops back on the horse to keep himself from falling to the ground. I’m not sure who threw it at him, Roarke or Pax are both contenders. Killian pins Seth’s leg under one strong bicep and yanks the poo-sock onto his foot.

      “Ew, nasty!” Seth squeals, trying to wriggle free.

      Which Killian finally lets him do, but not before putting the man’s boot back on first.

      Seth throws himself off the horse and marches from the stall, sitting in the middle of nowhere to take his boot back off. I shimmy forward, still belly down, and stick the top half of my body out from under the door. Which gives me a view of Seth’s bare feet.

      Behind me, Killian is putting on Seth’s cleaner sock and pulling his boot back on. Pax has gone back to polishing and Roarke is still chuckling softly.

      “How’d you get scars on your foot?” I ask.

      “Tournament, and they’ll heal soon,” he says, looking at me with a mischievous twinkle in the bright blue of his eyes.

      He ended up with poo in his sock and he still enjoyed the whole thing.

      “How do you get your boots cut up in a tournament?” I ask, then realize that they returned to their rooms barefoot after tournament. “You fight without shoes?”

      “We fight without anything,” Roarke corrects.

      My mouth drops open, my jaw resting on the slate of the floor.

      “Like fully naked? Even against girls?”

      “Girls fight girls, guys fight guys, we all fight naked so no one can cheat,” he says.

      “What if there are both guys and girls fighting?”

      I pull my hands up under my chin and rest my head on them.

      “There never is. Triunes are either guys or girls.”

      “Polish,” Killian says, throwing my rag at my head as hard as he possibly can.

      I consider myself lucky it’s just a rag. Rolling onto my back, with my legs still in my stall and my head and shoulders out, I start polishing the underside of the branches-built-into-a-gate.

      “Not there,” Killian grumbles.

      “You too, Chaos,” Pax orders as he moves into the next stall down.

      “The border picks the people?”

      “We’re born to become Sabers, the border decides when we take up weapons. Usually in our fiftieth year – Logan is an anomaly.”

      “What’s your border’s name?” I ask.

      “What?” at least three of the four say in unison.

      “Your border. If she does things like pick groups of warriors then she must be a living entity, what’s it called?”

      “It. Border,” Killian grunts.

      “That’s not very nice. She’s working hard, you know. Keeping you all safe, keeping my realm safe, sucking the magic from things… What about Ximena?”

      “Border.”

      “A border called Ximena.”

      Pax growls the kind of growl that I should be worried about, but I don’t. I just keep polishing the underside of a branch.

      “Get up,” he orders.

      “Can’t. Stuck,” I counter.

      “I will pull you out of there.”

      “Please.” I think I mean it, until he grips my tunic and drags me out, forcing me to my feet.

      Then I consider getting back on the ground and crawling right back into that stall.

      “The border is called the border, and we have work to do,” he says, some measure of badass-alpha leaking into his tone.

      He lets go of me. I sway dangerously to the left, and he grabs my shoulders again.

      Then I begin to laugh uncontrollably.

      “I’m so sorry.” I laugh, which makes me more horrified at the way I’m acting.

      He says something sharply to Seth, something that I completely miss.

      “Go sleep it off,” he tells me, slowly releasing his grip.

      I sway, but manage to set my feet far enough apart that I don’t succumb to gravity and hit the ground.

      Seth sidles up next to me.

      “Can I carry you? Please?”

      I push him away.

      “Nope, I can walk.” And I start a meandering journey down the hall.

      “See, Pax, I used my manners,” Seth says, clearly not to me. “You’re going the wrong way.”

      But that was aimed at me. I spin around, almost fall on my face, grab a stall for balance and march forward at the fastest pace I can muster.

      Seth walks beside me. We turn a corner and find six stable boys all holding shovels. My escort wraps a quick arm around my shoulders, pulling me in, and with his other hand he nestles my head close to his chest. It makes for awkward walking.

      “She’s got the vomiting-sickness, keep clear,” he says, before I can push him away and shout something about him needing to respect my personal space.

      The servant’s reactions are hidden, with Seth’s cream colored shirt in my face, but no one says anything.

      He tries to steer me around the corner and all I manage to do is trip over my own feet. Making me stumble forward. At the last second he grabs me by the arm, steadying me.

      “What –” I begin, huffing my hair out of my face and taking stock of my surroundings. Horse stalls down either side of me, many of them empty – their horses in use somewhere. Straw and dirt is strewn across the slate floor, which means the stable boys were probably working in this direction. “– was that about?”

      “I thought it would be easier.”

      He lets go of me, and I continue to walk through the T in the stalls and into a section of the stables that has already been cleaned. The difference is obvious, and no – I’m not the kind of person who normally notices the cleanliness of stable floors.

      “Easier than what?” I ask.

      “Maybe just faster,” he says, from somewhere behind me.

      I turn sharply to see him just leaning against the stall on the corner, smiling.

      “What?!” I demand.

      “This way,” he says, pointing to his right.

      Oh, of course I was going the wrong way. Again.

      It takes a few haphazard steps before my feet find their rhythm.

      Is it possible for Silvari wine to get stronger after you’ve drunk it? I feel like I’ve consumed another bottle in the last ten minutes.

      “Faster than seeing what you were going to say, or do, to those stable hands,” Seth says, smiling devilishly at me as I march past him and toward a familiar dead-end.

      Seth swipes a hand over the wall and waves me inside.

      “Your fault,” I manage to say, slipping past him and into the room.

      “There’s more over there if you want some.” He waves to where Killian has a stack of weapons on display. “And I think the words you’re looking for are ‘thank you’.”

      “Why would I say ‘thank you’ to you?” I drawl out.

      I collect myself a bottle from the crate beside Killian’s arsenal. Bottle number four. Seth already has one in his hand and he’s sitting on the edge of a bed, pulling his boots back off, the dirty sock stayed on the ground out in the stables. He wears the kind of boots that just slip on, no buckles like Killian, or laces like Roarke, or a combination of the two like Pax.

      “Because I got both of us off work duties,” he says.

      “I’m pretty sure I did that.”

      He snorts. “Hardly.”

      “Wholly,” I counter.

      “What does that even mean?”

      “It means the stunt that got us back here was wholly mine.”

      He crosses the room, and for a second I think he’s walking up to me. Then I realize his boots are in his hands and he’s just going to put them by the door. I lean back against the wall, Killian’s weapons on my left, the closed door on my right, and all the lounges and beds and everything else spread out in front of me.

      Just leaning here, sipping the sweet fruits and letting my eyes drift shut.

      My stomach growls and the word, “Food,” escapes my lips.

      “Not my name,” Seth says, freaking me the crap out because he’s only an inch from my face.

      I stare at him in shock. Pure youth, dazzling blue eyes, and gold-flecked hair fills my vision.

      “I’m going to cut your hair off,” I warn.

      A seductive smile graces his lips as he runs a hand through his locks.

      “I was just going to suggest you lay down before you fall down,” he says – shoving a pastry into my hands before he walks away.

      I gulp, devouring the pastry and recorking the bottle – the bottle goes back in the damned box. Mostly because my head is really swimming, but also because I shouldn’t be considering the guy’s lips as seductive. I need some distance, some water, some time to remember my morals.

      They run through my head as I move toward the furthest couch from him – then decide the edge of Killian’s bed is actually further away, and perch myself on that instead. Our living quarters are basically an open space inside the pentagon created by four horse stalls and a magical-branch-wall. It’s all open space, so every possible spot to sit still keeps Seth in my sights.

      Roarke’s bed isn’t an option, and I wonder if that’s part of my problem. I’ve been so busy keeping my walls up around these guys that the minute they’re down, the me that was cowering inside does some really stupid shit.

      Stupid, clearly, is just a part of who I am. Quiet is also not on the list of Shade’s Attributes.

      Gentle. I’m gentle. I’m caring. I don’t like seeing others hurt – but recently I discovered that doesn’t mean much when the ‘other’ is a stranger and my own life is also in danger. I really like keeping myself safe.

      I don’t like…

      Seth laughs at me and I swallow hard.

      … Men. No, that’s not right. I definitely like men.

      “Take your boots off,” he says.

      “Why, so you can put shit in them?”

      “No, so you don’t end up sleeping in them.”

      “Who says I’m sleeping?”

      “You’ve been drinking Silvari wine. For us it’s a mild relaxant, but Roarke said it’s probably going to knock you out.”

      “I bed I stay awake longer than you,” I counter, without thinking, almost without even making sense. I bed?

      Clearly without thinking, because the guy is going to be awake for another three or four days – I think.

      “If you don’t sleep, then why did you build yourselves beds?” I ask, hoping to overshadow my challenge.

      He gets up and crosses to me, all confidence and muscle.

      “Because,” he says as he walks, pausing to sip his own wine. “Our bodies still need to relax. We can’t just work and sit, work and sit, and we aren’t immune to the odd nap.”

      “Right,” I mutter. “And how long do you sleep when you actually sleep?”

      “Eight hours, roughly. Normally that’s plenty.”

      He kneels down in front of me, and it’s only once he’s this close, that I realize he was a bit blurry over there.

      “Can I take your boots off, please?”

      “Oh, yeah, sure,” I say, shrugging and ordering my body not to inch away from him.

      Because this is Seth and even if Seth does stupid things, he’s never hurtful – and Pax isn’t Seth and Pax would definitely kick his younger brother’s ass if stupid things happened in here. The close kind of stupid. Skin to skin. Lips to lips. That kind.

      I’m about a hundred percent sure Pax would be pissed… “Wouldn’t he?”

      “Wouldn’t he what?” Seth asks.

      He slips my final boot off, but waits for me to answer before moving.

      “Wouldn’t Pax be upset?”

      “Because you took your boots off?”

      “No, if you touched me.”

      Way to make things super weird, Shade.

      He laughs, not an ‘I just pulled a prank on you’ kind of laugh, but a lower, gentler, smoother sound.

      “Pax would kill me if I did anything to you without your permission,” he says.

      Then he sprawls out on the bed, on his side, propped on one elbow, head in his hand, and just lays there looking at me – on the same bed as me.

      The hay bale beds are considerably larger than a normal bed, though smaller than the beds in their rooms. Even still, Seth has made himself at home right next to me. A hand-span of air between my knee and his legs.

      Right now would be a good time to get up and go somewhere else. To one of the other beds, or the couches, or the tiny chair in the corner.

      “Let’s play a game,” he says, his voice drawing me closer to him.

      I pull myself up further along the bed with every intention of sitting. He can lay down, that’s fine. But I’m going to sit… except I don’t sit. I settle next to him. Facing him. His blue eyes looking directly into my…

      “Just wondering, what color are my eyes?” I ask.

      “You don’t know?”

      “I’ve never looked.”

      He squints at me for a moment.

      “You don’t have any.”

      “What?” My hands flying to my face and at exactly the same time the feeling of stupidity slams into me. “Of course, I’ve got eyes.”

      Chuckling, he pulls my hands down and rests them on the bed in front of my face, a bed that has little white horse hairs sticking out of a black rug. Pax’s bed.

      “Gray. You’ve got gray eyes, and you’re so funny when you’re drunk.”

      Am not. I want to argue with him, but instead I say, “What game?”

      “I ask you a question and you answer me truthfully. Then you ask me one and I answer truthfully.”

      I snort. “Sounds like a stupid game.”

      “You make it better, then.”

      “You want me to un-stupid your game?” He just keeps smiling at me, so I just keep talking. “Each question gets only a one word answer.”

      “How can you answer truthfully in one word?”

      “That’s another question,” I say.

      His cheeks dimple at the challenge.

      “Me first,” I jump in. “What really happened between you and Asanta?”

      Crap! Why did I ask that? Why do I even care?

      “EastCoyt”

      “EastCoyt?”

      “Town.”

      “EastCoyt is a town, what, nearby?”

      He nods and I fist pump.

      “North.”

      “What? EastCoyt is a town in the north?”

      “Tavern,” he says.

      “So, you went to a town beginning with the word east but that is actually in the north to get drunk?” I ask, jealousy beginning to dig its claws into the insides of my stomach.

      “Loose.”

      “Huh?”

      “Screws.”

      “Yeah, she has a few of those,” I agree.

      He chuckles, pinching his lips to get some control before saying, “Cart.”

      “Oh, so the murderous bitch loosened someone’s cart wheels?”

      His eyes go wide. “Wow, Shade. You just said a real curse word.”

      “You broke the rules,” I say, playfully pushing his chest – which doesn’t move him at all. Damn rock. “And I swear all the time. My curse of choice is a reference to cows balls, that's got to be worse than referencing a female breeding dog.”

      “I can’t undo what Asanta feels, I can’t understand what she’s thinking. Roarke says she needs to grow over it, something about time or some crap. My turn. Why am I number Two?” he asks.

      “Line.”

      “Line what?”

      “In.”

      “In line for what?”

      “Dick.”

      “In line for dick? Now, I really like where this is going.”

      Wow, that sentence wasn’t my end goal. I can’t help myself. He’s so confused that a pout has formed on his lips and I split with laughter.

      “This game isn’t going to work unless you make sense,” he says.

      “You were all in a line and Lord Martin was the dick. Born a dick, I guess. Not the good kind. More the kind that gets cut off a young stallion.”

      He starts choking.

      I groan. My normal brain mouth connection was lacking a filter before the wine. Now I just can’t muster enough give-a-crap to even try to stop myself.

      He moves in closer, leans in, takes all my space, but doesn’t touch me. Doesn’t stop me from wriggling back a bit.

      “What is the good kind of dick?” he asks, and I start to move for an escape.

      “No, wait,” he says, stopping me. “This isn’t going to work. Lets just answer like normal people talk. I know you’re not normal but we have to try.”

      “Sure, we’ll use full sentences, but it’s my turn. What’s Pax’s story?”

      “None.”

      “He doesn’t have one? And you can’t suddenly be playing the game now that it’s your turn.”

      “None of your business,” he elaborates.

      “Plenty of my business. You have to tell me or I don’t have to answer your next question.” That doesn’t seem to worry him enough so I add, “And I move way over to that chair over there.”

      “Pax was twenty when Mother and Father found him. That’s a lot of years for memories to burn into someone.”

      “How did they lose him?” I slur.

      “What? No, they adopted him. All of us. They didn’t lose him. My turn – who were you before becoming Lord Martin’s –,” he stops. I’m not sure if that was the end of his sentence or if he changed his mind. He swallows and adds, “A servant on the estate.”

      “Just another kid on the estate. Parents died, Cook took me home. That’s all.”

      “So there’s nothing special about you?” he asks.

      “There’s plenty special about me!”

      “Like what?”

      Like the fact that I can put up with you, even as you inch closer and I inch to the very edge of the bed. I can scrub pots like the best of them, and get comfortable enough to sleep anywhere. I could keep listing things, maybe, but my brain trails off as he leans in.

      He cups his hand on my cheek, warm and comforting and perfect. “Is this okay?”

      I nod, then shake my head, then lose all ability to think.

      “Any reason our mother would send us to find you?”

      I shake my head again. Mind gone.

      His lips brush against mine and my insides twist and pool like molten steel.

      “Are you sure?” he asks, demanding my gaze stays on his. “Concentrate. Anything?”

      He can’t possibly be expecting an answer. I can’t even breathe.

      And he just keeps getting closer, until his lips are pressed to mine. Firm desire sparks between us. I lean back, but he moves with me.

      “Concentrate,” he says, like he isn’t right there ripping every little bit of my concentration apart.

      His hand leaves my cheek and reaches down to wrap around my waist and balance me on the edge of the bed. Not hold me. Not pin me.

      Just drive me crazy.

      I find my fingers threading through his hair, but I’m pretty sure that’s just in case I start to fall. If I’m going down, then he is too.

      “Chaos.” Killian’s voice fills the room.

      I squeak.

      Seth lets go of me and I crash off the edge of the bed, at the same time as I realize that Seth just set me up.

      Again.

      “What the hell?” I yell, gripping the side of the bed so I can sit up.

      I flip my hand through my hair, pushing it back off my face. Although at least with my hair covering my face none of them could see exactly how bright red I am.

      Seth’s standing on the other side of the bed. Killian just grunts, sitting on one of the lounges and starting to pull his boots off, but Pax is heading straight for me.

      “Should have left her with me,” Roarke says, following Pax.

      “I told you to find out what her role in this is, not make her fall in love with you,” Pax says, stopping at the end of the bed, arms crossed and eyes darting between Seth and me. “If I’d wanted to fight dirty, I would have sent Allure.”

      “I tried, she wasn’t making any sense. I had to get her to focus,” Seth says.

      Pretty much at the same time as I burst out with, “I’m not in love with him!”

      Seth gasps. “That hurts my feelings.”

      I haul myself to my feet, almost find my balance, then fall back onto the ground.

      “Using alcohol is worse than using Allure,” Roarke says.

      “I kissed her, that’s all I did.”

      “He’s right, that’s all he did,” I say, pressing my lips together to suppress the feeling that his are still against mine.

      “Did it work?” Pax asks.

      Seth shakes his head and in a blink, Roarke’s standing in front of me.

      “My turn,” he says, and I freak out.

      “No turns!” I shout, scrambling backward and to my feet, and almost landing on my ass again, before managing to find solid ground.

      Pax grips Roarke’s shoulder, making his brother freeze before he can take another step.

      “No, no,” Seth yells, getting my attention before lowering his volume. “He means his turn to ask questions.”

      “What chuckin’ questions?!” I shout.

      Seth crosses the room, moving into the space between the others and me. When I don’t retreat, he wraps his arms around me. Slowly, softly.

      I melt against him, wanting everything else to just fade away. Because this is Seth, and Seth is perfect… and… I need to keep this in perspective. Seth is Saber asshole Two with ulterior motives.

      So, I knee him in the groin.
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      Seth crumples to the ground.

      “Not your plaything,” I growl at him.

      Roarke holds his hands up in surrender. Killian bloody chuckles; I’m going to kick him in the balls one of these days, too. I walk straight past them all, aiming for the exit, and almost manage to make it there before staggering, tripping over my own feet, and falling on my face.

      Being clumsy is new to me. All of this is new to me, even the kicking guys in the balls part. That’s not something I would have done in my past life – and I’m going to blame Killian. Not sure why – it just seems appropriate.

      I launch myself back onto my feet like nothing even happened.

      “Toilet,” I declare.

      “Give us some clothes. She can have a shower too,” Pax says.

      When he steps up next to me, he’s holding one of my good-little-servant’s outfits. He runs his other hand over the wall and motions that I should go first. Maybe he’s coming because he thinks he’s above getting his balls kicked. He’s on my list – I know I have a good reason to kick him somewhere in our recent past.

      The stables are dark and quiet. Not like dead quiet, but the kind of quiet punctuated by the soft swish of a tail, or scrape of a hoof, and the steady rhythms of horses breathing.

      “Where is everyone?” I ask, using one of the stall railings to keep me from losing my balance – again.

      “Dinner,” Pax answers.

      He’s a little behind me. My stomach growls.

      “Food,” I mumble.

      “After your shower.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      He snorts, just a small sound that could almost have been a laugh if something didn’t occur to him just before the noise came out.

      “What?” I ask.

      “That isn’t who I am.”

      “I didn’t mean to offend you,” I say, my fingers reaching the end of the railing.

      A narrow space before me cuts between the stalls and leads to the bathroom.

      He follows me and before I can open the door, he puts his hand in the way. It’s me, the wall behind me, him beside me and another wall behind him. I pause.

      “You don’t offend me,” he says softly, so softly that the syllables are almost lost in the short distance between his mouth and my ear. “Have a shower, clear your head, and we’ll explain what we can to you.”
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      What they can explain is very, very little.

      “Will you please let me question her?” Roarke asks, for the millionth time.

      “No,” Pax repeats.

      Outside the stables, I can hear Sabers training – which is apparently normal at all hours of the night in a place where the people rarely sleep.

      Roarke puts food and a mug of tea in my hands, then returns to looking at me like an owner who’s been told they can’t pat their beloved pet.

      Not a pet.

      “If she says she doesn’t remember anything, we’re just going to have to trust her.”

      Of course, I don’t remember much from when I was five. Who does? I find myself sitting back on Pax’s bed, for some unknown reason, with my wet hair hanging in clumps about my face and Pax’s cloak wrapped around my shoulders because apparently these guys don’t need towels.

      I do. Wet chest and thin white cotton shirt don’t go well together.

      They’ve all crowded in around me, sitting on the backs of the nearest lounge, or the other beds, but they’re all also giving me some space, an odd balance between the two.

      “There are things I can pull from your mind that even you might not know are there,” Roarke says.

      “And there’s things you can put there too, right?”

      Seth and Killian nod. Roarke just continues to plead with me. Pax runs a hand down his face, before lifting his bottle and taking a really long sip.

      I don’t get to have any more wine. Apparently, that’s a new rule for the rest of my life; wine is off limits. I hope other drinks are still on their list, though.

      “Where did you get that stuff from, anyway?” I ask.

      Anything to shift the conversation from trying to pull long lost memories about why their mother left them the task of finding me, not that they’re even willing to give me that detail. They just don’t know how much eavesdropping I’ve done. Not that they even know for sure whether it was me, or some statue, that they were supposed to be finding.

      “The bottler,” Seth says.

      “The what?”

      “The bottler, right from his private cellar.”

      “I’m confused. Why do you sound so proud about that?”

      “He broke in,” Pax says.

      “Of course he did. And what about when the bottler discovers his wine’s missing?” Roarke asks.

      “He won’t know it was me.” Seth turns sharply to Killian and adds, “I found out why I’m number two.”

      Killian grunts.

      “Her system’s completely based on the most power to the least power,” Seth says.

      Which makes Killian growl.

      “No, it’s not,” I say, before Seth gets his head ripped off. He could at least have waited for his brother to move away from his sharp-pointy toys first. “It’s just the order you walk in.”

      “We don’t walk in order,” Killian says.

      “Yes, you do.”

      They look from one to the other, some more of their private eye-conversation going on.

      “If she thinks we walk in order,” Seth says, with a shrug. “Then we probably do. I’m stuck behind Pax, that’s basically an order.”

      “You only like that now because you want to keep Two,” Roarke says.

      Killian throws a knife, and the thing embeds clean into the middle of the hay bale right beside Seth’s shoulder.

      “All right, all right. I’ll walk at the back of the line from now on.”

      “No,” Pax grumbles.

      My eyes begin to droop, my whole head begins to droop, and my body is becoming heavy with a numb-tingling sensation. Most likely exhaustion.

      “The mortal needs sleep again,” Seth says, not even moving – perhaps just in case his brother decides to throw another knife.

      Pax grips the top of the cup in my hand, which I only notice when I let go of the cup and jolt awake thinking I’d just spilt the thing everywhere. I didn’t spill it, and Pax passes it back to Roarke, who puts it in the mounting box of supplies by the door.

      “You can sleep,” Pax says.

      My gaze darts around the room, looking for a suitable option that isn’t me inviting myself into someone else’s bed.

      “She slept on my bed last night,” Seth announces.

      “She’s fine where she is,” Killian counters.

      But it’s Pax who meets my eyes and actually acknowledges my dilemma. “We won’t be sleeping tonight, remember? None of us need these beds like you do.”

      “If you’re not sleeping, then neither am I,” I drawl.

      Which must be a terribly funny thing to say, because they all laugh.

      “Two minutes,” Killian says.

      Seth and Roarke watch me intently, and I look to Pax for help. I have to admit I’m not a hundred percent on what’s going on right now.

      “I’m going to sit here,” Pax says, with the slightest pause before he sits next to me.

      “What are they on about?” I whisper-ask him.

      “They’ve taken bets on how long before you pass out,” Pax says.

      He draws his knees up, sitting cross-legged, with a smirk on his face.

      “Thirty seconds,” he says.

      “I don’t…”

      The numbness takes over, and it’s bliss, like falling from one cloud into another. Nothing but soft. I barely register Pax cradling me, stopping me from thumping into the bed, and then settling the cloak over me.

      Soft.

      The next thing I do register is Roarke’s voice, and something to do with his cloak looking better on me, and Pax already got to give me a shirt, so someone else should get to go next.

      “We’re not sharing her,” Pax says.

      “You can’t split me up – you have to share me,” I drawl.

      And I don’t even care, too sleepy to care.

      “Is she still awake?” Roarke asks.

      My heavy, drunken breathing relaxes my throat again and without the sleep part, I start to snore.

      “Asleep?” Killian says it like it’s a question.

      “I don’t know how mortal sleep works,” Seth says.

      Followed by a long pause where I may or may not have actually fallen asleep again.

      “What are we going to do when we get rid of this bubble?” Roarke asks. “We still can’t let her leave our side, but we have to keep her out of all sight, too.”

      “Yes,” I say suddenly, my hand shooting into the air. “I’ll be blind, but that’s okay.”

      Seth laughs.

      “What in the aeons is she talking about?” Roarke asks.

      “No sight,” I say, my eyes still closed, sleep still nipping at the edges of my mind.

      “Did she just agree to let us remove her eyes? I like her,” Killian grunt-laughs.
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        * * *

      

      When I stir again, there’s light piercing through my eyelids. I groan a little, roll over, and ever so slowly open my eyes to a way too bright morning.

      Seth is directly in my line of view, again, but this time joined by Roarke. They’re wearing nothing but their braies. Just golden tans, made-for-battle muscles, smooth curves, solid definition, and a whole lot of messing with my insides.

      Not lust, I tell myself. Just the after effects of too much wine.

      Whatever the two of them are doing, it involves comparing arm muscles.

      Seth realizes I’m awake and contracts his pectorals in an impressive muscle wink.

      Roarke tucks his hair back, gives me a smile, then turns and walks off to where his clothes are hanging over his horse’s stall walls.

      “Stop playing with the mortal,” Killian says.

      I don’t look around or try to find out where he or Pax are in the room, focusing instead on getting myself out of bed, shoving some of the stray food in the room into my mouth, and after that, my only priority is the bathroom. I grab Seth by the hip of his braies and start pulling him along.

      He humors me for all of ten steps, then plants his feet and doesn’t move.

      “What?” he asks.

      “I need the bathroom.”

      “I’m not dressed.”

      “And I don’t care. Do you want me to go right here?”

      Crap, my mouth has woken up faster than my brain – again.

      “Okay, okay, if you’re that desperate,” he says, arms out to signal surrender.

      Then he opens the branch door and steps back to let me through first.

      I march to the bathroom with one hand out in front of me just in case he decides to stop suddenly and let me walk into a wall – just for his own amusement – and running scenarios through my mind. Like what exactly I’m going to say once we get there.

      I push the bathroom door open, and he begins to make himself comfortable by leaning back against the wall right outside. Which is good, boundaries are good. Boundaries are the whole point of my mood right now.

      I leave him there, and I practically use the loo without paying any attention – I’m too bloody busy thinking about last night.

      My feelings.

      Kissing Seth.

      Stepping back out of the bathroom, I level my gaze on him, fold my arms across my chest and stand firm. He’s still leaning up against the wall, leaving only the smallest gap for me.

      And he’s only in his braies. Thin cotton undershorts. That’s all.

      This was a bad idea.

      “What’s on your mind –” he breaks off at the end.

      “What? What were you about to call me?”

      “Yoyo.”

      “What on earth for?”

      “Because it’s a toy.”

      “I’m not your toy,” I grit my teeth so hard that the words can barely come out. “And I thought you had rules, and those rules included not touching me.”

      “We did. We do. Pax was very clear that I had to use my manners.”

      “Pax?”

      “My instructions were to get your story, all of it, find out why...” he trails off, shooting glances up and down the stables and trying to emphasize those glances so I’ll get the hint. “It was a kiss, and I was hoping you didn’t mind it too much.”

      “Of course I mind. I’m stuck with all of you.”

      “So it’s not the fact that I kissed you that’s the problem. You’re worried one of them might get jealous?”

      “No, maybe, I don’t know.”

      Now I sound like I think way too much of myself. Why would one good-looking guy take any interest in me, let alone four of them? No, that isn’t my worry.

      “Not jealous, awkward. I don’t like awkward.”

      He runs the back of his fingers down my cheek, over my lips, down my neck, then traces them along my collarbone, before settling it on my shoulder.

      “We wouldn’t do that to you,” he says softly. “We wouldn’t get jealous.”

      “But you guys are really good at awkward.”

      “Not us, Hoop-and-stick.”

      “You can’t call me that.”

      He ignores me. “We don’t do awkward.”

      “Are you saying I’m the awkward one?”

      He chuckles. “I’m really enjoying this more relaxed version of you,” he says, running his hand down my arm and picking up my hand.

      He pushes my sleeve back and traces the point where the bandage ends and the soft flesh on the inside of my arm begins, which is also the beginning of goosebumps running all over my body.

      “But I didn’t mind awkward you either, Bouncy-ball.”

      “Will you stop calling me names?”

      “I need to find one that fits. I was going to go with ‘Chew-toy’ but I think that’s reserved for Pax.”

      “A what?”

      “The things you throw at puppies to keep them amused, Chew-toy.”

      Inside I tense, every part of me saying ‘kick him’ or ‘walk away’, but the more important part of this conversation isn’t over yet.

      “Half the time, Killian literally sits as far away from me as possible. Pax is really good at pretending, but he’s definitely not impressed by my existence, Roarke acts like a dog on the end of his leash, and you treat me like –” I cut myself off for a beat, searching for a word that’s at least partly acceptable. “A puppet.”

      “Puppet?” He chuckles. “Killian always likes his space. He can pretty much see and feel all of our emotions, and that’s not fun when it’s constant. Pax doesn’t know what to do with you, except that he has to keep you safe, and that’s not easy when you’re so –”

      “Don’t say awkward,” I say, cutting in.

      “Stubborn,” he corrects. “We wouldn’t get jealous. It’s not who we are. We’ve lived together for the better part of a few hundred years, and some of those years were really interesting times.”

      “So what you did last night isn’t going to have any repercussions today?”

      “What I did? You were there too.”

      “I didn’t climb onto a bed with myself and start kissing me,” I declare.

      “But you did kiss back.”

      Fury flashes through me, heat rising from underneath my collar. I won’t admit that it’s because he might be right – just a little bit. Because admitting that kind of thing would destroy my ability to focus on this conversation.

      “It won’t happen again,” I say.

      He frowns a little then, which is not normal, and annoyingly I feel a pang of guilt at making him look that way. Which I shouldn’t, because Seth is a pain and deserves some moments in his life where everything isn’t a joke to him.

      “Kissing?” he presses.

      Like when Cook gave Jake and me the ‘sleep together and Lord Martin will kill you both’ lecture. She gave it to both of us, with graphic detailing on the use, look, feel, and smell of penises and vaginas, at the same time. It involved a rolling pin and big bowl of dough. Awkward.

      So I keep my mouth shut and wait for him to say the next thing.

      “Roarke had an issue with lust a few decades back, but he reined it in. We know we can’t share our beds with you –”

      “Maybe that’s what I’m trying to say, that I don’t want to share my bed with all of you.”

      Crap. That came out wrong.

      He smiles, tilting his head a little to the side. “All of us?”

      “All, any, what does it matter? It’s never happening.”

      “But you want it to,” he says, Chaos-like amusement back in his tone. “Or the words wouldn’t have been on your tongue.”

      I turn to storm off. My plan to be assertive, to try and fix last night, to try to understand what even happened last night, has gone out the window.

      “Wait,” he says, firming his grip on my arm before I can get out of reach.

      As soon as I’ve stopped, he relaxes his grip and rubs his thumb up and down along the soft skin.

      “You would die,” he says, channelling full Pax – which means I full listen. “I don’t know a lot about mortals, but I do know that you break far too easily. The power in us would kill you. I’ve seen it happen with Roarke – again and again. Your kind can’t survive being with our kind.”
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      I discover I’m pretty good at shoveling as well as carrying water, polishing posts, hand scrubbing floors. Not as good as the guys – but then anyone who thinks they’re as good as these guys at anything is dreaming.

      My ability not to peeve on the Elorsins though, that hasn’t improved.

      Unfortunately, I believe Seth’s warning.

      Now I tell myself to ‘get over it’ a lot. It’s not like I’ve got the guts to get close to them anyway.

      Killian will still kill me.

      Pax screams ‘back off’, and I have no idea what Roarke’s capable of.

      Being a stable boy is painful, but peaceful, until the phase shifts and an almost full moon graces the night. Peaceful if you include no one letting me drink any more wine. After much argument, a decision was made so that I slept in each of their beds and under each of their cloaks at least once – they, however, sat up talking, or training, tending to their own horses with the kind of care I’ve never seen anyone give to an animal, or playing dice games.

      The bed issue was weird. Maybe it’s a scent thing. Yeah, their scent is all over my clothes, but now my scent is all over their stuff too. Not sure. But most nights, by the time the work was done, I was exhausted, and once I knew I could trust them, sleeping wasn’t that hard.

      That all changes tonight. Under the cover of darkness, and right over dinnertime – in the hope that most people are in the dining room, and we have a clean walk through the castle and up to the Elorsins’ suite, we move out of the stables.

      I carry my small bundle of clothes, neatly folded, and trace their path down the halls, up the stairs, and right to their rooms. Killian checks that the hall is clear. The only doors down this end are theirs, the small supply closet, and a bathroom. Another suite is right on the corner, and there are more down the corridors T’ing off this one.

      Each of the boys fish a small glass vial from their pockets, similar to the blue one Seth messed all our lives up with, except it’s green. They crowd around the door and simultaneously slam their palms into the wood, smashing the jars.

      They keep their hands there, eyes closed in concentration, as small droplets of blood run from underneath their palms.

      I wait until the moment is over before saying, “That was seriously weird.”

      Which they mostly ignore. Killian draws a short blade from the inside of his belt and enters the room. Roarke picks a piece of glass from his hand before collecting both his bag and Killian’s and stepping inside.

      “Ward Potion,” Seth says, like that’s enough explanation.

      Pax waves me into the room and pulls the door shut behind us.

      “Clear,” Killian hollers.

      “What is that smell?” Roarke asks, but not me.

      I’m being scrutinized by Pax, which makes me hesitate. Waiting to see what he’s going to say.

      “You realize being near us could be the most dangerous decision of your life,” he says.

      “Wasn’t my decision,” I drawl. “And yes, I’ve gathered that you bad-asses are on a lot of people’s revenge lists.” Including mine.

      He nods, one sharp head movement, before continuing, “Do you have experience with potions in your realm?”

      “I don’t know. I know mages use power, incantations, and things like crystals. I’ve heard those stories. I heard the new lady knight in Fairlarn has fire magic and can throw fireballs.”

      “Potions Masters create a recipe, linking the magic from specific power springs into it. Once it’s created, any Saber can use the recipe, so long as they have the exact ingredients. The ingredients and the words will draw the power into the potion because the craftsman has left links between the recipe and the power springs. The older the potion, the easier it is to follow that link. The Ward Potion creates a protective barrier around our rooms. It only lasts a few days at a time, so renewing it is necessary.”

      “A barrier, like to lock us in?”

      “No, to lock them out.”

      I get the feeling that by them he means Logan and any number of supporters that he and the Crown has.

      “So the Potions Masters are the ones with control over what the potions do. That’s why Eydis, the one who made Seth’s Rearrange Potion recipe, is on our must-visit list, as soon as you four get an assignment?” I ask.

      “Seriously, what is that smell?!” Roarke shouts.

      That smell is emanating from Roarke’s room, and it has a name, but I refuse to get involved. I cross into the lounge room, put my pile of clothes on the desk, then perch myself on the edge of the couch closest to the fireplace.

      The fire inside is crackling softly, and the warmth washing out over my skin is a blessing compared to the temperature of the barn. Not that the barn was harsh or freezing – but it sure wasn’t fireplace warm.

      “It’s in my room,” Roarke shouts.

      Killian comes out of his room, shaking his foot like something small just scooted up his pants leg. He slaps his pocket hard – which seems to deal with the sensation – then joins Roarke, and Seth, on the hunt for the source of the smell.

      Pax has gone into his own room, somewhere back behind me. A soft knocking echoes down the short hall. They’re all busy so I move to answer it. The suite is pretty simply designed, a large lounge room with four doors off it. Two on the left, Pax and Seth. And two on the right, Roarke and Killian. All of which I ignore as I walk past them and answer the door.

      Two palace Silvari servants dressed in simple white look back at me. One is a girl with thick curls of dark auburn hair and the most lush, red lips I’ve ever seen. I don’t usually go around checking out other girl’s lip colors, but hers really stand out. The other has dark skin, the kind of dark that turns to pink around the nails and makes a person’s teeth shine white.

      Dark like Jake, which makes her instantly mesmerizing. Other than Jake and his mother, when she was alive, skin colors in my life have varied from seen-a-lot-of-sun to seen-none. To me, Jake always looked like his mother had been born from the moon, or some other creature who has no use for gentling their appearance to keep inhabitants of the daytime happy. Dark and bold and beautiful.

      And standing at the door to Pax’s suite.

      “It’s true, then,” she mutters to her friend, her lips going all tense like they’re holding back some serious aggression.

      Beautiful skin or not, this woman is toward the bottom of my favorite servants list. Way down under whoever had me dragged to the stocks, and the guy I hit over the head with a tray after meeting the Crown.

      Low. She’s very low.

      “I bet she can’t even clean,” the other one says.

      “Why are you betting on my cleaning ability? What do you want?”

      “We’re Dyeeka and Ailsyn, and we’re the Elorsin tetrad’s servants,” the redhead says.

      I’m going to hazard that she’s Dyeeka and I’m going to remember her name by calling her Dick, and her friend definitely looks like an Ass. On the inside, I mean. On the outside, she looks beautiful, not a mark from bad acne or even a single stray hair.

      “She can’t even brush her hair,” Ass says, miming lifting strands, then dropping them with disgust.

      I resist the urge to run my hand over my hair – because I’m pretty sure it does look like shit. I’m great with finger brushing, and my hair generally behaves when I pull it into a tight band, but that’s nothing compared to the way her manicured locks shine. These Silvari girls are all petite, they’ve got nothing on someone who’s actually had to work hard and eat every scrap they can get.

      “Can’t even keep herself clean,” Dick says.

      I grind my teeth, resisting the urge to look at the been-cleaning-mud-out-of-horse-troughs-all-day clothes I’m wearing, but decide I’ve had enough of this game. I launch myself at her, tackling her to the ground and pinning her under my weight. She lets out a squeak. Her eyes going wide as I grab a chunk of her hair.

      “Easy there, Puppet,” Seth says, wrapping an arm around my waist and lifting me off the girl.

      Pax is also in the corridor. He folds his arms and glares down at the two servants as Seth carries me back into the lounge room. Both girls rush to look like a picture of servant perfection, though Dick is still rubbing her head.

      “We’ll have our meal in our rooms, plus an extra serving,” Pax orders.

      Both of them bow low and almost scamper down the hall, not even looking in my direction.

      Seth drags me back inside and drops me unceremoniously onto the couch.

      “What happened there?” Pax asks, pulling the door shut.

      “She’s jealous,” Seth says.

      “What?” I demand.

      “I know jealousy, and you are wearing it like a second skin,” Seth says. The guy’s smirking so hard his cheeks have got to be hurting. He adds, “I’m going for a shower,” before he leaves the room.

      Killian abandons searching for the source of the odd smell in his room. “I don’t like it.”

      He doesn’t look at me or anything, just leaves the suite too.

      “You can’t go beating up servants,” Pax says. “And you damn sure can’t go opening doors.”

      “I’m not jealous,” I say, but I probably should have argued about the opening doors part first.

      Pax does not get to rule that I can’t open doors. That’s not just mean or rude. It’s weird.

      He nods, but not in a way that makes me think he agrees. His sharp little movement is much more reminiscent of an I-don’t-even-care type gesture.

      “Don’t open the door. Don’t try to rip people’s hair out. Don’t draw any more attention to yourself,” he says, then he retreats into his room.

      “I found it!” Roarke shouts.

      He chooses this moment to emerge with a little white cake box that used to be filled with meat sauce and various other ingredients for tacos. Not that I’ve ever eaten them myself. After a week in his room, the box is now covered in a layer of fluffy white mold.

      The guy launches himself over the back of the nearest couch and straightens in front of me.

      “Yours?” he asks, holding the box out.

      “Never seen it before,” I say.

      “Is this why you were under my bed?”

      “Nope,” I shake my head.

      “It was,” he begins, a lopsided little smile filling his features. “Very entertaining.”

      He sits down on the edge of the table, putting himself at eye-level with me.

      “I wouldn’t have made you do anything. You know that, right?” he asks.

      “We’ve had this conversation,” I say, because I’m pretty sure he’s apologized twice and one of those times wasn’t because Pax had ordered him to say sorry.

      “This,” he says, waving at the bowl. “Stinks. You score zero points in the art of leaving no evidence at the scene of the crime.”

      “You distracted me,” I counter.

      “I only played with you that day because you were resisting me. Silvari like to try to resist me. Sabers like to think they can, but even the other Elite fall to me if I want them too.”

      “Thinking pretty big of yourself, aren’t you?”

      “No, he’s telling the truth, lass. There’s only a handful of people in the world that he can’t influence. The Crown’s one of them. The position gives him immunity,” Pax says, coming back into the room with a shirt in his hand and a pair of sleep pants over his shoulder.

      He drops them both on the edge of the bench, right beside a jug of fresh water.

      “Shade,” Roarke says, his voice pulling my gaze away from Pax.

      I swallow hard, twice. Roarke’s hand lifts, as if he’s going to cup my cheek, but when his hand is about to brush against my skin, he hesitates.

      “Just because I won’t allure you into doing things doesn’t mean I don’t want to,” he says softly. Each word feels like a spark of electricity just under my skin.

      Something hits Roarke in the back of the head, hard.

      A boot.

      Pax threw his boot.

      Mr. Allure lets out a hiss of pain and rubs his crown.

      “Go have a shower,” Pax growls.

      Roarke stands up, stretching out the muscles in his arms.

      “And take your box with you,” Pax adds, before his brother can move.

      “Wait,” I say, grabbing Roarke’s arm before he can move.

      Roarke looks at the spot where my fingers wrap around his skin, and I pull my hand back before he has a chance to pull away – or not. With Roarke, I’m never sure.

      “What do you mean I was resisting you but other people can’t?”

      “Don’t go thinking highly of yourself, Kitten. It was just a little bit,” he says, highlighting how little by creating a gap between his thumb and forefinger.

      A tiny sliver of a gap.

      Then he leaves and it’s just me, Pax, and the gentle crackle of the fire.

      “Wait, the fire’s going,” I say.

      “Those servants you were trying to murder would have lit it,” Pax says.

      “They’ve been in here?” I demand, and I should regret that instantly, but I’ve got a feeling that the regret part’s going to kick in after I say some more stupid shit.

      “Unless you want to start cleaning our rooms, washing our laundry, polishing our windows, then yes – servants do have to come in here. We weren’t here, the wards were down, but now that we’re back they’ll have to get permission to enter.”

      “But not girls...” Yep – that’s stupid thing number two.

      “Always girls.”

      “Not anymore.”

      “You’d rather more guys? You’ve already got four of us.”

      “Clean your own damned rooms then,” I demand, and he shakes his head.

      “Until we get an assignment, we work on a rotation of training, classes, tournaments, and duties. We don’t have time to be washing sheets.”

      “What about me? What am I going to do while you guys are being Elite Sabers?”

      “We’ve been talking about that –”

      “Of course you have. It’s annoying that you guys do a lot of talking while I’m asleep.”

      He flashes me a grin.

      “When we can, one of us will stay here with you. When we can’t, you’ll come with us as our servant.”

      The last time I was following them as a servant, people died. That scream still echoes in my soul.

      Shrill and desperate.

      Killian lets himself back into the suite.

      No knocking.

      No hesitation.

      No clothes.

      He stops mid-stride, giving me a cursory glance before setting his eyes on Pax.

      “What did you say to her?” Killian asks.

      “What did I say?” Pax asks, and both of them turn to me.

      I try to keep my eyes on Pax, because Killian is only wearing a towel. The guy hasn’t even bothered to dry his hair, and water drops trace his forehead, some getting redirected along the length of the scar on his face and an equally nasty scar that crosses in the opposite direction from almost shoulder to hip. The man is all muscle, right down to the ‘v’ that vanishes into his towel. Not lean like Roarke, who I’ve only woken once to catch in his braies. That guy’s got the kind of muscle mass that makes me think his best weapon is his brain. Muscle – yes. Bulk – no. And definitely not the kind of bulk Seth has, and that guy made sure I woke up to his ass every morning. When you look at Seth, it’s hard to believe he can jump and swing off anything, never mind everything.

      Killian chuckles. Whatever he sensed on me when he walked in, he seems to be over it now.

      As he walks into his bedroom, I manage to find my tongue.

      “Is the…” I swallow hard. “Is he still here?” I ask.

      “Nope, the Crown lives in the Black Castle. Two days solid ride.”

      “Then why was he here last week? He rode for two days just to be in my life the minute I arrive.”

      “He was here for us,” Pax says. “And he always gets here quicker than should be possible. That has nothing to do with you.”

      I take a slow, measured breath, because of course the Crown wasn’t here for me. He was here for them. I should feel relieved about that.

      “He came to put us into tournament,” Roarke says, wandering in with only a towel on and his long hair roughed up.

      He doesn’t stop to chat though, bee-lining to his own bedroom. Which gives me a rather long view of his passing ass. I mean, it’s covered by a towel but it’s still…

      Yum.

      He even has back dimples, just above his towel line.

      We all showered in the stables, but clearly, stable-showers are nothing compared to Elite Saber showers. These guys are even making the suite smell good, taking over some of the moldy taco smell.

      “And how’d that work out?” I ask.

      “He enjoys the pain and the blood, on a level deeper than his Seed goes. Ours, theirs, doesn’t matter who gets hurt, he always wins,” Pax says.

      Seth arrives last, and before the front door has even closed, Pax motions for me to follow him. Not that I move.

      “Do you need us to come?” Seth asks, a bounce in his step and a grin on his face.

      I haven’t put together where it is Pax is going yet, so I am completely missing the joke.

      “No, they’ll listen to me,” Pax says, pointing back at me. “You need to come too, unless you don’t want a shower tonight?”

      I jump to my feet and hurry to catch up, because you don’t have to ask me twice when a shower is involved. I’m already imagining hot water – something the stables didn’t have – and soap. The guys scrubbed down fine, taking it in their stride as they lived a little rough for a week. And they still smelled good. I mean, I can make just plain water do its job on me too – but nothing beats smelling like soap.

      “Wait,” Pax says at the bathroom door, pushing the thing open and filling the space. “Out,” he booms, just a touch of Alpha in his tone.

      Out is exactly what every single Saber inside does. All guys – apparently Saber showers aren’t a male-female share deal. And apparently if an AlphaSeed says ‘out’, you obey. Even if you’re wet, naked, lacking a towel, or half dressed. Six men stream past Pax and vanish around the corner, with me trying to look anywhere but at them. These are Elite showers, and from memory there was only one Elite team in the castle. Another must have returned, and showering must be a social activity for them.

      Sabers are weird.

      “In,” Pax says to me, none of the Alpha-ness in his tone.

      “Yes, boss.” I obey.

      The first notable thing is the steam. Delicious, smells like cedar and sage, steam. There are no shelves for standardized clothing, but there are towels. Three of them stacked next to each shower cubicle. I wouldn’t even call these things cubicles – they’re almost rooms all on their own.

      Someone clears their throat.

      Standing at attention on the other side of the room is a rather exhausted looking servant. A guy.

      “Out,” Pax repeats and the guy drops the bar of soap with a loud clatter and vanishes out the door.

      “You know you can use full sentences, right?”

      “Shower,” he grumbles, but he’s smiling.

      Does the guy enjoy the effect he has?

      He flicks the lock on the main door and claims the first shower in the row. I head to the last one, hesitating until it’s clear he’s comfortable where he is.

      Nope – not entirely true. I’m hesitating, trying to convince myself that I’m comfortable where I am. An uncomfortable twist in my stomach suggests that my cubicle is far too far away, and that the cubicle right next to his would be the better option.

      Or his actual cubicle.

      Not going into his shower with him, Shade. I shake my head to try and clear the idea.

      Bad idea. Pretty sure he’d push me right back out, and he wouldn’t be gentle about it either.

      I step inside my own cubicle and strip down; everything except the bandage on my arm. It’s been changed, but never when Pax was around. So taking it off now would probably be a bad idea. Not sure why, but I’m also not up for this particular argument right now.

      So I leave that on as I explore my shower cubicle, and order myself not to describe the space as lonely. A shelf has been built into the smooth stonework at the back and is lined with stuff. There’s no other way to describe it – just stuff. Round stuff, little square stuff, a bowl with liquid stuff in it. It all smells great – so, not bad stuff.

      On the scale of every shower I’ve ever had, I’d give the estate washhouse a three: warm water, privacy, and soap on the first day of every month. The stables was only a three-and-a-half, as the lack of hot water and towels was only balanced out by the bodyguard at the door. The servants’ showers hit a four, warm water – that was strangely laced with something nasty – but the addition of clean clothing was worth the extra half-point.

      And this shower, reserved for the Elite, just lifted the bar from out of ten to out of a hundred, and I’d still give it a one-hundred-and-fifty.

      When I do turn the water off, every part of me feels shiny and smooth.

      I reach around outside the shower for a towel, which doesn’t actually cover much given they’re designed for the distance between a guy’s hips and their knees and not the distance between a girl’s chest and preferably also her knees. My knees.

      Nope – this just covers enough to leave the color of my ass a mystery.

      Pax tactfully avoids looking at anything as I step out of the shower. He’s leaning back against the wall, his own towel on. He has his shirt and sleep shorts in his hand – meaning they’re not for him at all. They’re for me.

      “Here,” he says, holding them out.

      “Because I can’t wear my own clothes?”

      “All of yours would be dirty.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I can count. Put these on,” he orders.

      So, I leave the bathroom.

      Just walk out before he can get to the door and stop me. The hall’s empty, and I stride purposefully toward the suite. Trying to channel the calm and confident movements that all four of them have, all different but all strong.

      Where’s the part of me that’s strong?

      Straightening my back, I take a few deep breaths and slam into a wall.

      A damn bubble wall.

      I groan in pain, the bathroom door opening behind me. Pax wasn’t following me. He let me walk off because he knew I couldn’t bloody get far.

      He’s chuckling. I managed to make the commander chuckle. Great start to my newly discovered self-confidence. He has his clothes in his hand as he strides past, and I have to jog to keep the wall from smacking into my back. Holding my towel in place and pinching my nose against the pain.

      And that’s how I walk into the suite.

      Immediately getting Roarke’s attention as the guy steps out of his bedroom.

      “What happened to her?” Roarke asks, a thread of concern in his voice.

      Just a thread though, because the guy’s smiling at me.

      Killian puts a hand on his shoulder and shoves him back into his room.

      “You didn’t take her some clothes?” Seth asks.

      Pax throws his handful of clothes at Seth before saying, “She thought she’d be a rebel.”

      “I don’t mind,” Roarke says from in his room.

      I don’t have a room. It’s pretty obvious, but still a fact that had evaded me. Now where the bralls am I going to get dressed?

      “Use my room,” Seth says, tossing the clothes at me. “If you want. You can stay in the towel though. It’s definitely your choice.”

      Damned right. Where I get dressed should be my choice. What I wear and how it smells should also be my choice.

      I drop my towel right where I’m standing and pull Pax’s shirt on. When the thing falls into place, and it’s Pax’s so it hangs low over my ass, Pax is standing right behind me. Moved like a ghost, didn’t make a sound, whole castle has taken an inhale and gone dead still – nothing moving except the hair near my ear as he exhales sharply.

      In the background, Roarke is saying, “I didn’t make her do it.”

      And someone else’s door slams shut.

      “You do know we’re male, right?” Pax asks in a low, husky voice. It’s his I’m-holding-back-my-growl voice. “You do know how attractive you are, right?”

      I don’t answer, because my attractiveness, or lack of, isn’t up for debate… and maybe because my whole being is too busy cataloguing the various sensations running through my body, notably the parts of me that he’s pressing into. The parts of him that are still naked or only covered by his towel.

      “You wouldn’t survive.”

      “Who says?” I manage to whisper.

      “I say. Keep your clothes on,” his words are accompanied by the low growl emanating from somewhere deep within his chest.

      “My clothes, my choice,” I say. The words feel strong, but they sound fragile.

      He hooks his arm around my waist and lifts me off my feet. I don’t even get to look around and gauge the expressions on the other three – or even where they are right now – before Pax has me in his room and the door shut.

      The room is dark, barely a glow from the lamp on the wall over the bed. A low chest sits in one corner, clothes spilling out of it. Several swords are hanging on the wall, as well as some kind of spear, a bow, and various other weapons, just piled in the corner. The bed’s huge, not four posted like Roarke’s, but huge, and it’s made with servant perfection – until Pax dumps me onto it.

      I don’t mean dump, let me go, and continue to lecture me. Nope – he keeps his arm wrapped around my waist. Lifting and sliding me up the length of the bed. His golden eyes literally glowing in the darkness. I press my palms to his chest, but he grabs both my wrists in one hand and pulls them away. I’m not even sure whether I was trying to keep the distance between us or get more of me closer to more of him.

      He’s only in a towel and I’m not even wearing chuckin’ underwear. Just his shirt and him. I feel like I’m wearing him.

      “You need to put your sexuality back in the bottle, servant. We have a rule, and if we break it, you will die.”

      His eyes flash brighter, if that’s even possible. The coffee color of his hair taking on dark ash depths.

      “Sorry,” he says softly, as power slams into me. “But you need to understand.”

      I gasp, my back arching. Blood pumping through my body so hard that my ears begin to ring. His power, heavy with demand and control, threatens to knock me unconscious. Static and bolts of heat sear through me.

      Pax is off me instantly. Taking the warmth away with him.

      Which shouldn’t be the way my body responds. The guy literally just hit me with the kind of energy that could have killed me in a display of power meant to scare me away – and my whole being wants to chase him for more.

      I suck in a deep breath. Then another, my jaw tensed so tightly that the air has trouble getting past my teeth. Which is a good thing. If I could talk right now I’d be telling myself what an idiot I am for provoking this guy. Getting myself killed is not on my to-do list!

      He’s rummaging through the box of clothes in the corner, then getting himself dressed, while the ringing in my ears lessens, replaced by little tremors pulsing through me. My hand twitches uncontrollably, and my knees are doing the same thing. I pull myself upright and get smacked in the face by a flying pair of Pax’s bed shorts.

      “Clothes on,” he says, but I’m too busy shaking and pouting to even pick the shorts up from where they’ve landed.

      My jaw relaxes enough for words to form, “I can’t do this.”
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      “I can’t do this,” I repeat, my throat so scratchy that I’m still not sure he can hear me.

      Except that he stops, his hand on the doorknob and his back to me.

      “I just scrub things. That’s all I do. I scrub things and avoid trouble, and when I get into trouble, I make jokes and wait for it to be over. I can’t do…” I trail off.

      The list of things I can’t do is so long I’d need a horse to get to the end of it. I can’t avoid a bubble wall I can’t see. I can’t forget the screams of people I got killed. I can’t get used to servants who really piss me off. I can’t keep these four guys content when each of them has their own separate issue with my existence – or at least the bubble that’s making my existence so very, very much a part of their existence.

      But I think mostly what I can’t do is avoid the way I’ve relaxed around them. The way I’ve completely forgotten Cook’s rule. Shadows and shade.

      Shadows and shade.

      Pax scratches the back of his head, his shoulders slouching a little.

      “Put the pants on,” he orders.

      I would if my hands would stop chuckin’ twitching.

      My fingers won’t even keep a hold of the damned fabric.

      “You can’t choose to be with one of us.”

      “I don’t want to choose one of you,” I snap back.

      He chuckles, because telling him that my whole intention was to regain some personal freedom is terribly funny.

      “You want all of us?”

      “Crap, that’s not what I meant,” I say, launching myself off the bed and struggling into the sleep pants with shaky knees and my fingers still tingling.

      He doesn’t turn around so I race up to him at the door, pressing my palm into the timber to try to stop him from opening it. Which I’m sure would be completely ineffective if he wanted to leave.

      “That’s not what I meant,” I repeat.

      “Then you need to keep your clothes on,” he says, his golden irises back to normal.

      He opens the door, and three sets of eyes turn toward us. Mostly with mouths open as they devour various foods.

      Dick and Ass are still unloading plates from a cart onto the table. They glance at me with wide eyes, but the minute Pax steps out behind me they pull their attention away. All of that crazy confidence wiped from their demeanor. As much of a status perk serving this lot must be within the servants’ ranks, they actually look scared to be here. Or it could just be Pax they’re scared of, because Ass just fluttered her eyelashes at Roarke.

      Over my dead body.

      “They have to go,” I declare.

      “Done,” Pax says to me, then without even looking at the servants he adds, “You two, send up the ugliest male servants you have.”

      He takes a seat on the spare couch and picks up a whole boiled egg.

      The girls gasp and basically run from the room.

      “That was a bit harsh,” Roarke says.

      “She’s jealous,” Seth says.

      “I can feel that,” Roarke says.

      “Am not,” I mumble, sitting on the floor between two of the lounges and picking up a handful of skewered and roasted tomatoes.

      Killian sniffs like he’s about to sneeze… then actually does sneeze. Followed by wiping his eyes and grunting, which must translate to ‘explain what happened’ because Pax starts talking.

      “Do we have an agreement?” he asks me.

      “No,” I say, then try to swallow the word back down. “Maybe I enjoy being naked, and you guys need to just get over me.”

      Pax groans. “We will not be getting over anyone.”

      Roarke leans back and crosses his legs, looking at me with genuine curiosity.

      “Eat,” Killian says, tossing a whole boiled potato at me. “And stop feeling shit.”

      I try to catch it, and instead turn it into mashed potato. The stuff squeezes between my fingers, steaming and burning. I let out a half-surprised half-in-pain squeak and try to shake it off onto the nearest serving tray.

      “Right, fine. If my sexuality has to go back into the bottle then so does all of yours. All of yours. No other women are allowed in this suite,” I say, then I realize that a room isn’t required for sex so I add, “Or anywhere for that matter. No touching anyone unless you plan on killing them.”

      “Is she claiming us?” Killian asks. “Is she allowed to do that?”

      “Too late, that’s the new rule. No one touches anyone.”

      “And your clothes stay on,” Pax adds.

      I almost spit back that their clothes need to stay on too, but the only person that would actually hurt is me. I do kinda like their clothes off.

      “Fine,” I say, holding out my potato-covered hand for him to shake.

      “This is a mortal thing, right?” Pax asks, just looking at it.

      “You guys don’t shake hands?”

      “No, we stab stuff – or bow. I prefer to stab stuff,” Killian says.

      “I’m not bowing to you,” Pax says, passing me the cloth from under the bread rolls.

      I let that slide, which is possibly the wisest thing I’ve done all day.

      There’s a tentative knock on the door. Seth gets up to answer it, followed by a snort of laughter. The two servants that follow him in were obviously not ugly ten minutes ago but someone decided that making them ugly was a priority. Their hair has been hacked off with scissors in a rush job, and eyebrows plucked – which still look puffy, red, and irritated.

      “Don’t blame me,” Seth says. “But man, I wish I’d thought of it. Blame him.”

      He waves toward Pax, who doesn’t bother to acknowledge the servants’ existence as he eats.

      “It’s an honor,” the servants say, bowing low before fussing over the dirty plates, empty dishes, and refills of wine.

      They ignore me, from my position on the floor far away from the serving cart. I rather like being ignored.

      “What about the lady?” Seth asks, waving a hand toward me.

      I shake my head sharply, because only Seth would take my moment of not being hated by servants and end it.

      “She’s not drinking,” Pax says.

      “But she should be offered a drink,” Seth counters.

      “Would the lady like a drink?” the servant asks, bobbing a little curtsy, but refusing to look at me.

      “No,” Pax answers.

      The poor servant is as red and confused as a person can get. He bobs another curtsy, this time at Pax, which gets a terribly loud laugh from Seth.

      “Go,” Killian orders, waving to indicate that the food, the trolley, and the servants should get out of here.

      Seth snatches up a plate and fills it with all sorts of things before heading to his room.

      “I’m going to sleep,” he says, then the door is shut.

      It takes me by surprise and for half a beat, I just stare at it.

      “It’s past the full moon, and I’m tired,” Roarke says, getting up, but without the extra portions of food, and leaving the room. “Sleep.”

      Killian and Pax wait for the servants to leave before moving. Killian locks the door, then turns the three lanterns around the room off, leaving us in just the glow of the fire. And Pax takes one of the pillows from his bed and throws it onto the couch, along with his cloak.

      “The stables were a blessing,” Pax says. “Tomorrow, the real problems begin.”

      He offers me one last glance before shutting his door.

      The room suddenly feels very empty, even though Killian is still here. He pushes the lounge next to me back a little, making space, then sits down on the table right in front of me.

      “Arm,” he says, motioning for me to hand it over.

      Right, my arm. The deadly knife wound I managed to give myself.

      I hold it out for him and he soon has the bandage off for inspection. The wound has sealed itself, one nice clean slice through my skin.

      “It’s scarring,” he says – softly.

      “I don’t mind,” I say, watching his expression, the way his dark eyes have softened into sadness behind the big scar that runs across his face. And it’s a big scar, open like it should have been stitched up but never was. Whatever did that would have killed me.

      “But what will it remind you of?” he asks.

      “That only an idiot uses a knife as a door wedge,” I say.

      “You want it to scar?” he asks, and clearly my humor went over his head.

      I run my gaze over his scar.

      “I don’t have a choice,” I say, but I’m wondering if he does.

      He’s a Saber with super healing. Seth’s feet were cut, but he said the scars would be gone soon.

      “Some scars run too deep. They stay with us even when we don’t want them to,” he says, making me look away with shame. I didn’t mean to stare. “Our scars give us pain and our pain gives us scars.”

      “And some of us are mortal and will scar no matter what.”

      He nods, like that's a satisfactory answer, then stands.

      “Wait, no bandage?” I ask, hopeful.

      With all the fuss they’ve made over my iron scar, I didn’t think I’d ever get this bandage off.

      But he grunts, which definitely means ‘you wish’ and I just know he’s going to get a fresh bandage.

      “Come on, I can’t be wrapped up all the time. It’s more than a pain in the ass. The thing gets food on it, and freaking wet, and…” I trail off, not even sure if he’s listening.

      But he stops, something in my pile of clothing causing him to cock his head to the side. What he grabs is a blue rag – the kind I was carrying around to polish timbers all those days ago, but ended up drunk and not doing any real polishing at all. He brings it back over to me, offering it like a compromise.

      I hold my arm out and he takes his seat again so he can wrap the cloth twice around my wrist and secure it with a double knot. It’s stuck on firmly, not tight, but with more than enough coverage.

      “Happy?” I ask.

      “No,” he says. Doesn’t grunt, or growl, just says. “This is a problem. Bubble’s a problem. Logan’s a problem. Crown’s a problem.”

      “I’m a problem,” I say, deflated.

      He stands and walks toward his bedroom.

      “You’re a solution,” he says.

      “I am?” I ask, sitting up a little straighter and feeling a glimmer of hope.

      “And that’s a problem.”

      “Oh.” And I deflate again.

      “I can’t hear you in here,” Killian says, waving vaguely at his room. “Warded for sound. But you’re safe.”

      And just like that I’m alone, in the lounge room. On my own.

      Which is usually how being alone works.

      It takes me a long time to move, collecting the pillow and cloak and dragging them down on the floor with me. The cloak still smells like horses and hay, and feels soft and heavy across my body. I prop myself against the wall with the pillow behind my back.

      An unease has settled inside me. Is this what it’s going to be like from now on? I’m not going to be able to sleep unless these guys are awake, or I’m drunk, or unconscious.

      The servants haven’t left any wine, and aside from the plate Seth took for himself there’s nothing to munch on either. One of Seth’s small rubber balls is on the floor. There’s books, some dice, and a writing desk – plus one of Killian’s swords propped up next to the fire. So either I can bounce a ball, throw some dice, write a letter – difficult, given I can’t write – try to swing a sword around – and possibly break something. Breaking myself is a very real possibility. Or read a book.

      I also lack the skills required to read, but Roarke made it look easy. Easier, I suspect, than trying to swing a sword. So I slip a book from the shelf and relocate myself closer to the fire.

      The heat pricks softly at my right cheek and dances light across the pages. Reading it is impossible. Not a single letter looks normal, but every second page is a picture. All locations. All beautiful.

      Forests with buildings made to peak and fall with the natural canopy of the trees. A lake where the homes sit on top of the water with long boardwalks connecting them. More forests where mounds of earth have round wooden doors and the vines have been woven to form fence-like structures.

      A river deep enough for ships to sail down that runs through trees so massively round that the homes have been carved into the trunks themselves, complete with windows and balconies.

      I turn each page slowly, marvelling at the pictures. All the little details. It’s like someone took exactly what they were seeing and forced it onto the page. No painter could possibly get this many elements in such a small amount of space. And the people.

      Silvari have a look to them that’s different to normal people, even in a picture. Delicate and lithe. Sabers stand out, bigger, more powerful looking. And the old Sabers, the ones whose hair has gone all white, they always catch my attention.

      Toward the back of the book, the pages turn red, but the pictures are just as beautiful. Each one contains water. In a pond created by a bowl in solid stone or surrounded by so many purple flowers the water itself looks purple. There are descriptions next to each one, so they’re probably important for some reason.

      Things don’t get put into books unless they’re important.

      I turn the page – then stop.

      More accurately, my heart stops. My fingers smooth over the page, over the image of a stone door carved out of the crumpling side of a cliff. Inside are more big gray stones, most of them collapsing in on each other. A stream of almost white water flows from between them, like a waterfall. Down from the rocks inside, out the door, and down the manmade stairs outside. A green moss covers the walls and most of the ground, with small lights dotted through it. The whole scene is rather dark, but not gloomy. It feels comforting to look at. It feels like more than that. It feels…

      For an eternity, I just sit and stare until the words finally come to me.

      …It feels like a memory.

      The fire burns low. Then burns out. The sun rises outside the massive window and daylight illuminates the page.

      A bell chimes through the castle, and, as if they’ve been awake for ages, the boys begin to appear. Roarke goes straight for the bench by the door, washing his face in the basin and pouring himself a glass of water, Seth close behind him.

      Killian comes out of the room closest to me and Pax, across from me. They both freeze for half a second, eyeing the empty couches before finding me on the floor beside the dead fire. Pax noticeably exhales – which means he was holding his breath.

      Killian runs a hand down his face, like he’s feeling the edges of his scar, checking that the thing’s still there. Makes me think that maybe it shouldn’t be there, but I ignore that idea – because it’s ridiculous.

      They’re dressed in cotton pants, Killian has the addition of leather from the knees down, and all of them have long sleeve linen shirts on. Pax has leather from his elbows down, fastened with cords and embellished with aged slashes from fights involving deadly weapons. Killian’s in a black shirt with a hood hanging loosely at his back. Seth’s white shirt is long at his hips and secured with a belt that he’s currently sliding small picks into secret notches. Lock picks I’m guessing, though I can’t imagine what lock he wants to pick or why his Chaos wouldn’t do it for him. Roarke’s blue shirt, and the leather vest over the top, should be fastened with leather ties but sits open over his chest – showing smooth muscles – and the guy is going to draw a lot of attention.

      He has my attention.

      “Didn’t you sleep?” he asks.

      “It didn’t feel right. You guys sleeping and no one awake.”

      “You stayed awake to guard us?” Killian asks.

      I kind of shrug, I wouldn’t have put it that way, but maybe that’s what I was doing.

      “She needs a weapon,” Killian says, walking back into his room.

      “If they find a weapon on a servant, they’ll put her on the wall,” Pax says.

      “The what?” I ask.

      “It involves being hung upside down by your feet three stories up, and usually ends in people vomiting blood. Bodies aren’t meant to be hung upside down,” Seth says.

      “They invented it to keep Seth in line,” Roarke explains.

      I just look at them all in horror.

      “No weapon,” Killian agrees, coming back out of his room.

      “Can I keep this?” I ask Roarke.

      “Places of Silva? Sure. You can read Eylfan?”

      “No,” I shake my head, flipping to the picture I want. “I can’t read any language. I just want this page.”

      I grip it carefully at the edge and begin to tear it free.

      Roarke lets out an agonized scream, leaps forward and grabs my hands, stilling them on the page.

      “You can have it if you keep it in one piece,” he says, horror on his face.

      “What does it say?” I ask, pointing to the writing right next to the illustration.

      Roarke lowers himself to the ground next to me, poised and ready to rescue the book from my clutches. Which I might find funny, if my stomach wasn’t a pit of uncertainty being gnawed at by some long forgotten dread.

      He points to the heading. “It’s called ‘The Origin Spring’.”

      “Is it real?”

      “Maybe, no one knows for sure which are real and which are fantasy. Some of the lesser sources are common knowledge, but the potent springs are closely guarded secrets. Potions Masters usually live close to one – they need them to craft their recipes. But Potions Masters themselves claim a domain and keep that hidden, too. Most of the Springs tend to hide themselves – or move. Some people think they move.”

      “Why?” Seth asks. “Not that I don’t think it’s fantastic that you’ve let the shaggy pony sit that close to you and all, but why that book? Why that page?”

      I shrug, because telling them that the Origin Spring means something to me would mean that I actually have to work out what that something is first.

      “It’s pretty,” I say, snapping the book shut.

      “Do you want to learn to read?” Roarke asks.

      “After Sigils,” Pax says.

      “Breakfast,” Killian corrects.

      He’s at the front door before I can get moving.

      “Wait,” I say.

      I grab the top thing off my pile of clothes only to have Pax take it out of my hands.

      “They’re dirty. You’ve been swimming in horse shit all week.”

      “This one’s not. I haven’t worn it yet, I just didn’t bother to correct you last night, and I can’t go into the kitchens and scrub dishes in your clothes… and I wasn’t swimming in the stuff. I rolled in it once – that doesn’t count as swimming.”

      “Who said you’re scrubbing dishes?” Seth asks, boots on and ready to go.

      “Me, them, everyone. It’s the rules around here, and after a week in the stables with no explanation I’m pretty sure Clara’s going to be pissed off as it is.”

      The boys exchange looks.

      “I’m not going into a dining hall full of Sabers. If you don’t recall, you guys are assholes.”

      Killian huff-grunts in agreement.

      “You sit close to the kitchens. I wash dishes. You wait until everyone’s gone then I’ll come out. And I’ll try not to get sent to the stocks. Okay?”

      No one says anything – which I’m going to take as agreement. I win.
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      Turns out Clara took pity on me. The woman even hugs me. I wash dishes and steal scraps of food from the plates, and the boys eat in the dining room. I’m not the only one washing dishes, and Clara agrees to continue to leave me off the schedule, as if I don’t exist in servant land. Just here to help out the replacement dishwasher, Amber. Who was the original dishwasher and I usurped her for the one and only day that I turned up for duties.

      Unusual. Frowned upon. Awkward and all. But ultimately, that part works fine.

      “Shade,” Killian bellows.

      Genuinely bellows. Every servant in the kitchen jumps, turning to glare at me. I even jump. It’s like a big group jump. I shake the bubbles from my hands and scurry my butt out of the room before Killian decides to do it again, and the servants in here have themselves panic attacks.

      The dining hall’s almost empty, just one other group of Sabers sitting in the far corner.

      “What was that for?” I hiss.

      “Eat,” Killian orders, shoving a plate toward me.

      There are two empty seats. These tables are made to fit two triunes, but that makes for one Elorsin tetrad – what’s the word for the five of us…

      I cut that thought off, eyeing the plate of food: a roll, roast meat, green beans, that kind of thing.

      “You can feel empty stomachs?” I ask Killian.

      He doesn’t answer me, and I don’t really care because – food.

      I sit down and reach right past the plate Killian had offered me for a plate of sweets beyond it, snagging a cupcake spewing jam and drizzled in chocolate and taking the biggest bite I possibly can.

      It’s so good I have to wipe the corner of my mouth to check I’m not drooling.

      “Um, mortals are amusing when they eat,” Seth says.

      “Only when I eat chocolate,” I say, pulling a hard piece from the top of the cake.

      “How do you even know what chocolate is, sootling?” Seth asks.

      “Oh, I’ve had chocolate. It’s not something I could forget.”

      Seth snorts, watching me as I devour the rest of the cake. But the frown on Killian’s face makes me think I’ve broken some eating rule by going for the sweets before the savory.

      I reach for the plate in front of me, the only other sweet thing on the table – a half eaten piece of cherry pie. Damn, it looks good. The only person who ate this well at the Manor was the Manor Lord.

      My fingertips grip the rim of the plate and instantly Pax rumbles.

      Roarke rests a hand on my wrist. “Don’t touch the pie.”

      I release the plate, saying, “Okay,” very softly as I inch my hand away.

      A ringing bell cuts through the tension at the table.

      The four of them move, getting up with an echo of scraping chairs, Pax taking his piece of pie with him, and making light work of devouring it on his way to the exit. I grab a bread roll and stuff it full of sliced roast lamb and green beans before following them.

      “We need to utilize this gossip,” Pax says, eyeing the empty tables as we leave.

      Killian gives a grunt of agreement.

      “What gossip?” I ask, because if there was gossip out here, I missed it.

      The servants in the kitchen were all talking about a new triune, which didn’t catch my interest at all. Except for the part where they said the Sabers just arrived. They feel the pull to the White Castle and ride or walk here and whoever else arrives on the same day is their new ‘team’. There’s some magic and initiation involved, the details of which I don’t have. I understand that magic does some pretty weird stuff, especially when it’s doing it all on its own, but that’s a big life choice to make for no other reason but ‘magic said so’. The triunes train together, work together, take classes together, and fight together. They pretty much die together, and you can’t pick who’s in your team. Since it all happens the year they turn fifty, there are no other teams of siblings – except for the Elorsins.

      Strangers.

      “Us gossip,” Roarke elaborates, bringing my attention back.

      By us he means me.

      “Which was what, exactly?” I ask, then pop the last bite of my roll into my mouth.

      “Just gossip,” Pax says in his end-of-conversation voice.

      Fine. I want to ask where we are going, but I keep that to myself.

      “Time for Sigil class,” Seth says, bouncing on the balls of his feet.

      “Why?” Killian asks.

      “I love Sigil class,” Seth says.

      “Liar,” Killian grunts back.

      “You guys have classes?” I ask. I mean, I kind of knew they did, having a Potion Master who has a classroom and tests people does mean that someone attends potions classes.

      But it makes me think about the little kids sitting around Cook’s big table, learning to memorise recipes and remedies. Or the brand new troubles, young and dumb. Not four more-than-grown-up men.

      “Think of it like any other kind of training. Weapons. Horses. Books,” Roarke says. “Most classes are separated into levels, more like the first year of a mortal apprenticeship, but across every available mastery. Sigils isn’t the ideal class, since the Sigils Master Aolyaire clearly joined Lithael’s fan club.”

      “Our new recruit has a lot to learn,” Seth says. “Sigils is fun.”

      “She’s not a recruit,” Pax grumbles. “Since when do you care what she knows about sigils?”

      I keep my mouth shut. Being a servant to these four puts me about as far away from the shadows and the shade as possible. People are literally turning around and walking the other way.

      Sabers come in all shapes and sizes. From those who look like they’d outrun danger easier than fight it, to those who look like they’d smash danger with their bare hands. However they look, they all have an air of confidence, skill, higher purpose.

      But compared to these particular four striding down the hall in front of me – actually, it’s not even worth comparing. No comparison.

      The Elorsin tetrad feels like a wall of power and muscle. Every now and then, a group stands almost at attention to let us pass. Holding back bows and the things they can no longer say, because they’re no longer the Crown’s sons.

      I swallow back that thought. I want to ask about all of that. Need to ask. But any sentence with the word ‘Crown’ in it is hard to get out, and anything that even skirts around the subject makes Pax use his alpha voice.

      “I always care,” Seth says, a lilt to his voice that warns of mischief to come. “And I like the entertainment.”

      I want to smack him over the back of the head… then Pax does it for me. Which actually makes me sigh with relief at the sight of Seth being reminded to behave.

      Two steps later and I find myself falling into line behind Killian as the boys funnel onto the stairs, and for just the barest of seconds I count us.

      One – Pax.

      Two – Seth.

      Three – Roarke.

      Four – Killian.

      Five – me.

      Then I grip that idea in an iron fist and force it down. Behind these four, I’m a servant. I walk like one. I talk like one. I look like one, and I’m pretty sure I smell and feel like one too.

      It’s obvious the minute we arrive at the classroom that there’s no servants inside. There are a whole lot of Sabers dressed in their usual simple, yet expensive, attire. Ladies in dresses and men in dress-shirts. The kind of garments worn by people relaxing at a castle – people who aren’t expecting spontaneous fights.

      The Elorsins are the only ones that lean toward the clearly ready to fight demeanor. My guys are all in ready-to-kill-you type clothing.

      I stop outside the door. There’s nowhere else to hide. But maybe if I wait here and politely tell anyone who inquires that I’m waiting to serve the Elorsin brothers, they’ll leave me alone? I can only hope that whoever tries to move me along is a guy, otherwise my main fighting tactic – kicking them in the balls – will be useless.

      “No Logan,” I hear Roarke say.

      Wait… Logan was going to be here? My teeth grind hard, another really good reason why we shouldn’t be here.

      Killian takes two giant steps backward, grabs me by the collar of my shirt and marches me into the room. He manhandles me all of the way to one of the tables.

      The room’s almost an exact copy of the Potions Master’s. Big desk near the far wall with stained glass windows high up, featuring the usual picture of a tree practically glowing in the sunlight. A balcony sits high on the wall to my left and right, with a narrow bridge arcing high above us to join the two. The stairs and railings are made from branches and the only purpose for the space seems to be to store books. Shelves upon shelves of books. Underneath the balconies, in the gloomy shadowy part, are glass-doored cabinets full of jars, vials, and rolled out parchments on display.

      “Stay,” Killian says.

      Is my interest in the shadows that obvious?

      The center of the room is filled with a large display table, covered in flat wooden discs with symbols painted in a variety of colors. Eight other tables have been made from slabs of wood, polished smooth with veins of blue running through the natural pattern of the timber, paper and pens sitting neatly down their middles. Plus bench seats that comfortably fit three on each side, which seems to be fine at every other table, where the groups are made of threes. We’re a group of five and when we choose the nearest table, we take up almost all available space.

      On the up side, I’ve ended up wedged between Killian and Seth. Both the bigger of the boys and both overshadow me.

      All of the other tables are filled, and three students are hovering at the front of the room. They’re not even talking with each other, while everyone else in here chats loudly.

      Aolyaire walks in, sending a hush through the room. I’d expected a woman; to me, Aolyaire is a woman’s name. I’m pretty new to the weird Silvari names, though, and clearly Aolyaire is a man. Tall, heavy, spent a lot of time in battle, walks with a limp, and wears his long white hair in a braid down his back, skin darker than his clothes, type guy.

      “Welcome to our new triune,” he says, his voice silky as it flows over us.

      “What’s his Seed?” I whisper, leaning closer to Seth.

      “He’s an InfluenceSeed.”

      “Like Roarke?”

      “Distant, distant cousin to Roarke’s Seed. Roarke can make people feel stuff, think stuff, do stuff, and also take all of that away. InfluenceSeeds can only make the suggestion. You have to already want it or have the idea swimming around in your head. And he can’t pull anything away from you.”

      The rest of the room has fallen silent. It’s a safe bet that there’s Sabers in here that are a few hundred years old, but they all look around twenty. Damn immortal aging. There are a lot of different heights, and hair colors and styles, and maybe I didn’t look hard enough when I walked in but as Aolyaire does a glaring lap of the room, my attention falls completely on the boy in the back corner.

      “He’s blue,” I whisper.

      “He’s Babisqu,” Roarke says, looking amused.

      “What is that? Is he even human? Does he speak common?”

      “No, he speaks blue, and Aolyaire speaks black, and there’s a ShimmerSeed in Acrobatics class that speaks fluent freckle,” Seth chuckles, trying to keep his voice a whisper and his joke between us.

      “No, they don’t. I’m not stupid.”

      “Babisqu are very rare, mostly because about as much as we dislike mortals, they dislike everyone – mortals and Silvari. And yes, they do so in the common tongue,” Roarke says.

      “So Babisqu are the same as us?” I ask. I mean, the guy looks just like everyone else aside from the blue shimmer to his skin.

      Not like dipped in paint blue, more like his skin is transparent and his insides are vibrant blue.

      “Does color mean something different on the mortal side of the border?” Seth asks, specifically to Roarke but I answer anyway.

      “Not particularly. Money and title speak, the color of anything doesn’t,” I mutter. “But mortals don’t come in blue.”

      Roarke adds, “I mean, color contributes to the story of your soul, but that’s about it.”

      “Right,” I nod, turning away from the blue guy.

      “Quin and his triune arrived at the castle yesterday,” Aolyaire announces, a bit too loudly in a mostly hushed room.

      His gaze searches for empty seats and lands on our table. If the Elorsins were a normal triune, there’d be three spare seats here. They’re not – they have Seth and me, and there’s only one seat left.

      “Sit over there.” Aolyaire waves toward the space left next to Roarke, and the three new guys bow obediently, moving to obey without question.

      Which results in one guy sitting, their commander at a guess, and the other two kneeling at either end of the table. They’re all guys; a redhead, with a wickedly excited smile that he just can’t wipe from his face, kneels on the left. The guy who gets the seat is shorter, and has hard black eyes that I’d say have never cared for the sight of a smile, and the last guy kneeling at the other end of our table has styled his hair into tall spikes and doesn’t look at all interested in being here.

      “I’m moving,” I say under my breath.

      “Nope,” Seth says, putting an arm across my lap.

      Killian puts his arm behind me, leaning on the bench seat and blocking me in.

      The combination of them mixes feelings in me, in this odd kind of way. Killian is safety and Seth, Seth is confidence.

      “Do we all get pets?” the redhead asks, his tone bordering on a sneer.

      Three sets of angry eyes turn on him. He tries to resist, keeping eye contact on me, but I can practically feel the power emanating from my guys, and I wouldn’t want to be the one they’re staring down.

      “Nope, only us,” Roarke says, without looking up from his notebook.

      “Do you like breathing?” Killian grumbles.

      Their commander leans forward to set his eyes on Pax.

      “That makes you Commander Pax. Logan warned us about you.”

      “Logan?” Roarke asks, still not looking up from the book.

      “Official welcoming committee,” the bored guy says with a roll of his eyes.

      “Logan’s meeting you at the gates now?” Roarke asks.

      “Well, last night when we arrived,” Bored guy says. “Full of wisdom all the way from the gate to the induction ceremony. Pretty sure the only reason Quin got commander is because his head’s a big as the prince’s.”

      Their commander loses his staring contest. I’m not sure exactly what happened because no one moved or did anything to him, but suddenly the grain of the wood in the table is very interesting. And he’s growling at it. I have no idea what his Seed is, but his growl is nothing compared to Killian’s or Pax’s.

      “Don’t worry,” Roarke says, possibly to me, but he still hasn’t looked up. “They’re only three horses short, on a three-horse carriage.”

      “They’re really going places,” Seth adds, and he manages to keep a straight face for all of a single heartbeat.

      Then he starts laughing. Not a bursting-at-the-seams kind of laugh, but an under-his-breath, I-agree type laugh.

      Roarke barely smiles even though he’s the one who made the joke.

      Killian thumps his fist down on the table, getting everyone's attention – even those at the next table. I chew my bottom lip and look around. Aolyaire is at his desk, jaw visibly clenched with simmering fury, but his gaze is focused on a letter with a red seal. Clearly it’s more important than Killian right now.

      “What?” Killian grunts.

      He doesn’t care about Aolyaire, though I get the distinct feeling he should.

      “What my brother is trying to ask is, what did Logan say to you when he so humbly indoctrinated you into Saber life?” Roarke translates.

      “Not much, really,” Bored guys says. “Not that we didn’t already know. He’s the supreme being within these walls, he has the crown behind him, he will one day rule, he’ll make us great if we are loyal to him –”

      “Quiet,” Quin hisses.

      “I’m sure they already know it. I could have given Logan’s speech before I even met him,” Bored guy says.

      Seth’s lips draw back into a lopsided smile, as he pokes his thumb toward Bored guy and says, “I like him.”

      Which is mostly overshadowed by Killian’s rumble.

      “We’re a team,” Quin hisses.

      “Not yet we aren’t, maybe after the trials. Maybe if my life depends on it. But not yet,” the Redhead says, then his eyes meet Pax’s and he adds, “I still want to see you bleed, though.”

      “Nothing new,” Roarke says.

      “One token per person,” Aolyaire suddenly says, cutting off our conversation.

      Even I know that Logan isn’t the right person to be leaving first impressions on new Sabers, but it is the best way for the Crown to influence the ranks into being loyal to him.

      “Decipher it by the end of the lesson,” Aolyaire says.

      The room bursts into movement. Some of the wooden disks on the center table must be better than others as people rush to make their choices. Roarke gets up from our group, casually grabbing four and sitting back down.

      “What are they?” I ask Roarke when he returns.

      “Sigils.”

      “I thought they were tokens?”

      “Sigils on tokens.”

      “Thanks for the information,” I drawl, because that doesn’t answer my question at all.

      Aolyaire wanders through the tables, taking his time to intimidate almost everyone in the room.

      “And anyone who doesn’t decipher their sigil will be wearing it until sunset,” he announces.

      “Wear it?” I hiss. “What does he mean wear it? Like a necklace?”

      “Sigils and seals contain instructions, like rules. Once it’s on you, you have to obey that rule until it’s gone.”

      “Like the one on your back?”

      “On all of our backs,” Bored guy says, rubbing just above his belt line like the mark hidden under his shirt still hurts.

      “These aren’t Tier One Sigils, though,” Roarke says dismissively, stopping his reading and looking up before he adds, “Tier One can leave permanent effects. The only things more powerful are seals, like the Return Seal. In essence, we return to the castle or we die, but it’s really more complex than that.”

      “What will these do, then?”

      “That’s what we have to work out,” Redhead growls.

      “And they’re not sigils I’ve seen before, he’s getting more imaginative,” Roarke mutters.

      “You, too,” Aolyaire says. “If you’re in my class, you do the work.”

      It takes me a moment to realize he’s actually talking to me. The guy doesn’t even look at me as he gives the instruction, but everyone else does.

      “Quick, you’re eating into the time everyone else needs to complete this task.”

      Seth, however, doesn’t let me move, his arm locked over my lap. Roarke gets up, picks a token at random and returns to our table, setting the small wooden disk in front of me.

      My disk has a red pattern, the same as Roarke’s. Seth and Pax have blue. All of the new guys have yellow, and Killian has a white one. Roarke reaches across the table and plucks out a book, already drawn into the thrill of solving a puzzle.

      “And so there’s no cheating, she can sit over there,” Aolyaire says, waving toward his desk at the front of the room.

      All five of us stiffen, which scares me because I was only getting upset about having to sit up there in front of anyone. That really wouldn’t worry Seth; if anything, he should be laughing at me. Killian’s holding in a growl, I can feel it rolling down the hand that he still has pressed into the small of my back. Roarke starts staring at my token, like he’s trying to memorize it.

      Pax looks me in the eye and nods, just once, and with my heart racing, I obey.

      I force myself to keep an even pace, get my ass up to the desk, and sit down. Then I look at my token and really, genuinely, start to freak out.

      I hope this is instructions to get a good night’s sleep, because there’s no way I’m going to figure this out.

      “Keep your eyes on your own work,” Aolyaire instructs. “Anyone caught looking anywhere but at their own work will forfeit the opportunity to answer this test correctly.”

      Silence fills the room. No talking. Not even any body language between them as they search through books and scribble down notes.

      Except for my four guys. They’re having a very active eye-conversation.

      I turn my attention to my token, because I need every chance I can get to try and figure this thing out. Being disqualified before I’ve even started probably isn’t the best plan.

      It takes me about two seconds to realize it’s hopeless. The answers are in the books, and I can’t read. But I stare down, pretending I’m trying, pretending to be in this game with a chance of winning, as the lesson ticks by.

      I glimpse Aolyaire from the corner of my eye as he walks behind me a few times. He doesn’t stop, just continues to move around the room. Hands clasped behind his back and a severe look in the creases on his brow, intimidating everyone equally.

      “There’s no use fighting it,” he says on one of his trips past me.

      His voice is low, running like a thick slime across my skin, and even though I’m pretty sure no one else would be able to hear his words, just his tone manages to make a few of the closest students jump in their seats.

      No one looks our way though – except Killian. His features are schooled into a neutral expression – but any man with a scar right across their face makes neutral look menacing.

      “You have no hope,” Aolyaire says, drawing my gaze toward him. “And we all want to know more about this little dynamic you’ve created.”

      I keep my mouth shut. Thank you, mouth.

      I try to keep my body still too, but the desire to squirm under his scrutiny is intense.

      He turns without any further explanation, moving off toward the next table in his circuit.

      “Keep working. Half the lesson is gone, students,” he announces.

      I lock eyes with Killian, feeling my heart rate lower. He cocks a smile at me.

      Bastard. Of course that would amuse him.

      Seth waves, just a sharp little flick of his wrist. He smiles when I look at him, like maybe he’d been trying to get my attention for a long time. He points at his own eyes, then at me, and mimes something that could mean ‘watch’.

      I nod, but look quickly away when Aolyaire starts to walk in a new direction.

      As soon as I can, I look up. Seth’s holding his token, pointing at it then at me.

      Does he want to swap?

      He tries again, pointing at me then his token.

      I point at myself, then hold my token up and point at it too. I still have no idea what he’s going on about.

      He nods ferociously, smiling at me like I’m an idiot, and this is very entertaining. I ignore his expression and just hold my token up.

      The guy scribbles something on a piece of paper – then Aolyaire turns around, and we all go back to pretending we’re super focused on our own work and not each other.

      Our communication is restricted to moments when Aolyaire is walking to the left down the left row of tables. If he’s walking this way then he has me in his sights, walking the other way has the boys in his sights, and any time he’s facing the right he might catch either of us out of the corner of his eye.

      I wait until my next opportunity, only to find the boys still have their heads lowered, busily. Even Seth’s looking through books. They look at each other in some kind of agreement.

      “Five minutes,” Aolyaire says.

      Panic runs through me. This thing is going to make me do something – what kinds of somethings do they usually make people do? What if Aolyaire wants us all to be his slaves until sunset? Or if it makes me try to run away? Or murder someone?

      Seth starts blowing me kisses, like a mother does with their child. I nearly start laughing out loud before I can catch myself. He shakes his head at my confusion and moves on to making his hand look like a duck and silently quacking at me.

      He covers his mouth, and I nod, because it’s easy to understand that he doesn’t want me to laugh. Not a good time for laughter.

      Then he opens his mouth really wide. Maybe miming surprise, then he goes back to the duck quacking thing.

      “Time’s up,” Aolyaire says.

      The room makes a collective sigh-and-sit-up movement. People shake the intense concentration from their shoulders and Aolyaire moves to the first desk.

      “What have we worked out, people?” he asks.

      He looks down at his first victim. A girl with her black hair up in a messy bun, in the first seat, at the first table.

      “This is the symbol for a tree, crossed with the mark of the moon, and these three stripes are representative of a claw, but it can also mean to hunt –” the girl begins, but Aolyaire cuts her off.

      “I don’t need the full story, I won’t live long enough. Just the answer.”

      “Hunt leaves at night?” the girl asks, sounding rather foolish.

      “Wouldn’t have had much effect on you anyway. Even if you didn’t work it out, the sigil would have expired by nightfall. What a shame,” Aolyaire says, moving on to the next person.

      “Wear my socks on my hands,” the next girl says.

      He nods and moves on.

      “Paint my face with my food,” the last girl on that chair says.

      “Correct. But please stay with us, ladies. I’m sure this will get interesting,” Aolyaire says, looking directly at me as he speaks.

      He moves through more people, each one answering correctly. They’re all silly. The kinds of things kids dare each other to do.

      “Catch a cat,” one guys says.

      “No,” Aolyaire booms. “We have a winner here. Be a cat, Antyin.”

      The guy laughs at himself, getting an elbow from one of his neighbours and applause. Seeing as though none of these appear life threatening, the tension level has eased into enthusiasm.

      The guy passes Aolyaire the token, then holds out his hand.

      “Oh no, my friend. We want everyone to know what’s going on,” and without warning the Master slams the disk into the guy’s forehead.

      The wood snaps loudly and a sharp flash of light momentarily blinds me. The guy hisses in pain and when Aolyaire steps back, a still glowing red image has been branded onto the guy’s forehead.

      He moves to rub it, then winces and pulls his hand away.

      I’m screwed. Not only is there a high chance that Seth’s set me up and I’m going to be walking around doing something stupid for the rest of the day, I’m going to have a massive headache while I’m doing it.

      Aolyaire keeps moving. The next two people get the answer right, but he smiles broadly at the third. His body language giving away the fact that she got her answer wrong.

      “You know what,” Aolyaire says. “New rule. I’m not going to tell you what your sigil says. You can work that out yourself during the course of the day.”

      And again, without warning, he near knocks the girl out with the token. Snap of wood, flash of light, cry of pain, followed by tears.

      Not small sobs, but wailing.

      “Can anyone give her a hint what her sigil might have been?” Aolyaire asks.

      “Something to do with crying?” someone calls out.

      “Everything to do with crying,” Aolyaire says, walking purposefully over to one of the guys kneeling at my table.

      Or rather the table my boys are at. Is it weird that I’m considering the table my guys are at as being my table? I ask myself.

      Probably less weird than thinking of the actual guys as being mine.

      My guys.

      My Pax.

      My Seth.

      My Roarke.

      My Killian.

      But no one needs to know that.

      The three new guys at my table can be made to eat frogs or something worse. Please be worse.

      One by one, the new guys fail at their guesses. By the time Aolyaire is standing next to Seth, the room has a girl who won’t stop crying, a cat, a tree, someone who is impulsively walking around kissing things and the new commander who is sucking his thumb, just to begin with.

      It’s hard to worry about myself with all of that happening. It’s even harder to worry about Seth. In fact, I’m really hoping he gets his answer wrong when Aolyaire leans over and grabs his token, breaking it on his head without even giving him a chance to talk.

      “You spend more time looking at your servant than looking at your own work.”

      Seth grumbles, blinking away the light.

      I hold my breath, waiting for him to move, to act out something, but nothing happens.

      Aolyaire moves on to Killian. So whatever Seth is going to do, he’s fine with not being witness to it. Killian, Pax and Roarke get their answers right and all too soon Aolyaire is standing next to me again.

      Everyone is watching. Those currently under the influence of sigils are trying to look at me, while still fulfilling their urges.

      “Is it act like a mother duck quacking?” I ask.

      Before I can gauge Aolyaire’s reaction, Seth lets out a whoop of laughter. The guy falls off his chair and continues to laugh from the floor. A part of me really hopes his sigil told him to laugh uncontrollably for no reason – but I’m not that lucky.

      Aolyaire leans down to pick up my token, putting his face right in front of mine and demanding my attention. I edge back on my chair.

      Every bone in this guy’s body does not like me, or the people I’m connected with, and there’s no denying that.

      “I’m going to enjoy this,” he says oh-so-softly.

      He smacks the disk into my forehead so hard that I’m sent flying off my chair. The pop of light leaves me blinded. I have no idea where I hit the ground until the white recedes to reveal four sets of legs standing protectively around me.

      It’s Killian who squats down next to me, running his gaze over the design as I sit up.

      “Looks good on you,” he says.

      “Hurts like hell,” I grumble back.

      The bell sounds, and the mayhem in the room takes the opportunity to get out of here.

      I struggle to my feet. Killian hesitates before doing the same, like maybe he’s expecting me to fall over.

      Aolyaire is still standing next to his desk, smiling like a beast looking at prey. I’m the prey.

      “Why are we still here? Let’s go?” I say, well kind of ask.

      “We’re leaving,” Pax says, gripping my shoulder and starting to steer me toward the door.

      I have a man-cocoon going on. One of the guys on each side of me, giving me a very muffled view of the room, and of Aolyaire.

      “Who are you?” he asks, locking eyes on me between Pax and Seth.

      “Me? My name’s Shade.”

      “Your full name?”

      “Just Shade, I like it that way. Shade,” I say my name slowly, enjoying the way it rolls off my own tongue.

      “Your place of birth?” he asks.

      “In the field out by the well. Cursed the thing, I did. They filled it in after I was born. My mother didn’t make it to the house. Had me, bundled me up, and went straight back to work. You wouldn’t believe how strong that woman was. I miss her.” I slam my hand over my mouth.

      All of this talking. All of these things I’m letting spill from my lips – I can’t control any of it.
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      “Get her out of here,” Killian grumbles.

      For the first time ever, I see Killian nudge Pax. Granted, the nudge is in the direction of the door, but I’ve never seen any of them get proactive with the orders. Roarke puts himself between Aolyaire and me, with Killian by his side.

      Aolyaire moves to speak, but Roarke cuts in.

      “Lose that thought, let it slip. Water through your fingers, lips without words,” Roarke says. “You want to let it go. Lose all your thoughts.”

      Says is an inadequate word. Each sound, each syllable, slips beneath my skin, becoming as much a part of who I am as my own heartbeat.

      Aolyaire closes his mouth again.

      Pax tightens his grip on my shoulder, and Seth threads his fingers through mine. They move, and we’re at the doors, then the stairs, in less than a second.

      When Seth said holding onto me was required if they needed to run, he wasn’t wrong. My whole body struggles against the force of their movement. I can’t even breathe until they stop the crazy speed and return to a normal run.

      “I’m confused?”

      “You have the worst communication skills of anyone I’ve ever met,” Seth says.

      “Huh?” I’ve heard his words, but my mind is scattering to try to put everything together.

      All I remember is Roarke saying, ‘lose that thought’. I mean, I remember everything that physically happened, but I’m desperately searching for the things I was thinking.

      Seth stops.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, looking down at me with a worried crease on his brow, right under the angry red symbol.

      Three lines, like claw marks, with a scribble through them and several dots down the bottom. But he hasn’t faltered. Pure confidence.

      Pax spins me around to face him. His eyes not on mine, but on my forehead. He runs his thumb across my brow, below the sigil by the feel of it.

      “Why have we stopped?” Roarke asks, catching up to us with bodyguard Killian taking up the rear.

      Roarke takes one look at me and sighs.

      “How much did she hear?” he asks Pax.

      “Lose that thought,” I say. “Lose that thought. Lose all my thoughts.”

      “That wasn’t aimed at you, but you’ll be fine in a moment,” Roarke says.

      “This bubble’s screwing with our magic,” Killian grumbles, and without discussion we make quick work of the corridors.

      Some part of me picks up on our direction, and takes note of the no-nonsense attitude around me. Roarke stays behind me. Seth keeps a tight grip on my hand, and Killian marches on my other side. Pax moves in front.

      Then all of a sudden he stops and I’ve walked straight into him.

      “Sorry, bum. Cute bum, but I’m sorry,” I mumble.

      Seth leans down to whisper. “Are you talking to my brother’s ass?”

      “Nope,” I say, then completely blow my cover by adding, “Which isn’t true.”

      I rub my temples, which has nothing to do with Pax’s bum and everything to do with the fog in my mind beginning to clear.

      “Roarke messed with my head,” I groan.

      “Why are you dragging that slave around?” someone asks.

      Logan asks.

      Six people move to block our path.

      “I’m not a slave, and I sure as bralls am not their slave,” I blurt out. Crap, where did that come from?

      Me, that came from me. Shut up, Shade.

      Seth wraps his hand around my mouth, and Roarke pushes through our group to stand next to Pax.

      “Logan,” Pax growls.

      Logan is the kind of guy easily described as slimy. Like the last time I saw him, his hair is all stuck together in greasy clumps. Looking at him is like looking into the gloom, and that gloom is looking right back at me.

      “We were hoping to run into you,” Roarke says, getting in before Logan or his crowd manage to say anything. “We have questions.”

      “Questions I understand,” I mumble into Seth’s hand. “But not in the hallways with other people watching and –”

      “Look at me, find my eyes,” Roarke says, and everyone does.

      Well, not Pax, Seth, or Killian, but everyone else.

      “I’m looking,” I try to say, but Seth’s hand tightens, and the words muffle together incoherently. Not that it stops me from talking. “I’m always looking at one of you.”

      “Shhh,” Seth says, leaning close to my ear.

      “Let’s get this weight off your chest. Tell us all about your intention with the potion?” Roarke demands.

      “Destroy you,” Logan says. “Put you in the arena and let me cut you to pieces.”

      “I’m not surprised by that, at all,” I mumble.

      “You stole a master’s keys, brewed an illegal potion, and made a disaster of the lab so you could challenge us to tournament?” Roarke asks, no Allure needed.

      “Clearly someone only fights when his opponent is already knocked down,” I say.

      Seth’s hand presses harder against my mouth, worry altering his touch.

      “Oh, crap,” I try to say, but it’s just a muffled mumble. “It feels like this is a bad thing.” I swallow hard a few times. “Just shut up already. And I said that out loud too. And that.”

      “I want my uncle to watch me draw your blood. I challenge you to tournament,” he says.

      I run my fingers over my forehead. The pain has settled into a sting, but it flares back into life as I touch it. Whatever my sigil’s rule is, it involves making everyone’s lives harder, my mouth really didn’t need any encouragement.

      “We challenge Quin’s new triune to join us,” Pax says.

      “Weapons allowed,” Logan adds.

      “Only one team left standing,” Pax counters.

      “I get to choose the time, since I issued the challenge. Tournament the moment my uncle gets here.”

      “Too late, Logan,” Pax says, and he’s freaking smiling. “My senior rank allows me to adjust that time. Match starts on the second bell after noon – whether your uncle is here or not.”

      “The afternoon bell,” Logan agrees, but I get the feeling that he can’t not agree.

      “But he’s still chuckin’ smiling,” I say. “That guy should never be left smiling.”

      Thank the gods Seth’s hand is firmly over my mouth and no one can hear what I’m saying. He doesn’t release me until we’re in the lounge room, and Killian has locked the door behind us.

      “What the hell?” I scream. “For one, that was starting to hurt. Have you any idea how strong your hands are? And what does this even mean?” I mime his clues to my sigil, saying exactly their obvious description at the same time. “Blow a mother's kiss, quack like a duck and what’s this?” I open my mouth really wide, one of the many signs he was giving me. “Feed me? Is this feed me? How was I supposed to understand that? What has this thing done to me?”

      I stand there, pointing at my forehead, and eyeballing all four of them. They look rather shocked. Killian’s rubbing the back of his head, and Seth’s pulling his shirt off.

      Shirt gone, abs out, he starts working on his pants. Really working on them, like they’re stuck or something.

      “What is he doing? Is he dancing and getting naked? He’s waving his sexy ass around.” I throw my hand over my mouth and muffle out a few words to describe my exact opinion of Seth’s ass.

      Roarke starts to laugh, and by the time Seth has danced his pants down to his knees, Roarke’s laughing so hard he has to sit down to stop himself from falling over.

      “Nobody say anything,” he’s trying to say through the laughter.

      Pax has a big smile on his face, the relaxed kind that only comes out when he’s alone with his brothers. Killian’s behind me, so I have no idea what his opinion is.

      “Is someone going to stop him?” I ask. “Not that I mind – I should mind because I’m a good girl.”

      Seth stops, turns, and dives on his brother, wearing nothing but his braies.

      “What’s my sigil?” he shouts, pinning Roarke on the lounge. “What are the commands?”

      Suddenly he’s on his feet. He hooks his fingers in the waist of his braies and starts dancing again, lowering them slowly.

      “Wow, crap, I see crack,” I say, turning around.

      Killian’s right behind me, and I look up at him.

      “Hi, mind if I look at you instead of him?”

      “Anytime,” he says, in his low rumbling voice.

      “Seth, stop,” Roarke says through his laughter. “It’s a strip sigil, but only on a keyword. I was too busy working out mine and hers to properly research yours.”

      “And you were too busy making duck hand gestures to work out your own,” I say, but I don’t turn around.

      I’m not sure it’s safe to turn around yet.

      “My pants are back on,” Seth says.

      And when I turn, they are, just not his shirt.

      “This means ‘speak’,” Seth says, doing the ‘blow a kiss’ sign. “And this means ‘talk’.” He does the duck sign. “And this means ‘can’t stop’.”

      “I also thought that was obvious,” Roarke says.

      I groan.

      “I can’t stop talking?” I ask, sinking into the nearest lounge. “Aolyaire said he’d enjoy this.”

      “He did?” Pax asks.

      “He hinted that –” I wave my hand, indicating all of me – specifically the great big burn on my forehead. “– was trouble. Wait, this isn’t just to make me keep talking,” I say, pointing at my forehead. “This makes me say what I’m thinking?”

      “Yep,” Roarke says.

      “Not again,” Seth says, hips going and pants on their way down.

      “If it helps, you’ve got a nice ass. I didn’t think much of guys’ asses until I saw yours,” I say, followed by a groan.

      “Someone just has to say stop,” Roarke says, and on command, Seth is released from his strip.

      He pulls his pants up sharply, smiling at me.

      “But I’ve got a nice ass,” he says, eyes on me.

      “You all do, but yours is the best,” I say, words escaping before I even realize I’m about to think them. My hands fly up to my face. “Stop thinking about naked bodies. Stop thinking about naked bodies.” I try to tell myself.

      “Tell me all about naked bodies,” Roarke says, his words low and soft, and right beside my ear.

      I part my fingers and look at him with one eye. He’s crouched beside the lounge, long hair loose, silver flecks standing out in the evening light streaming through the window, and dark eyes on me…

      “Mesmerizing,” I say.

      “What’s mesmerizing?” he asks.

      “You –” the words start to tumble out, but Seth’s pants are off again, which changes my train of thought. “Him.”

      “Alright, stop toying with them both, Roarke. Figure out what his command trigger is, will you?”

      “What does it matter?” Roarke asks, not moving a muscle.

      “Because,” Pax says, but the guy’s having trouble keeping a straight face. “He can’t wield a sword while he’s strip-dancing. Are you trying to mate with the couch?”

      “Stop,” I shout. “Or go, it was kind of interesting to watch.”

      “Everyone start saying words and we’ll watch Seth’s reaction,” Roarke suggests.

      Killian chuckles and starts retrieving weapons from his room, then arranging them on the low table before getting more.

      “Feet,” I say, and everyone looks at me like I have completely misunderstood the kind of game we’re playing. Which makes me say more weird shit, “Hoof, roof. Oh, um, dirty cobble stones, broken twigs, upside down bowls. Tacos, no, not tacos, they cause problems, they do. What about something to do with clothes, like legs, or butt – it could be butt – I’ve said butt, ass, and bum a lot in the last half hour.”

      Seth’s just staring at me, mouth slack like it’s seconds from falling open.

      “Don’t you guys think things like this? It’s not my fault I can’t keep any of this inside my head. Oh, head, nope, not head. Neck? Shoulders? Abs, damned fine abs, or braies?”

      “Since when have you ever commented on our muscles, or our undergarments?” Seth asks.

      “In her head, all the time apparently.” Pax pours me a glass of water and practically forces me to drink it. “Drink, then breathe. As fun as this is, none of us need to hear you move onto any other body parts.”

      “Maybe we do,” Roarke says, still sitting beside me.

      He takes my glass when I’m finished and reaches across to put it on the table.

      “Seriously, now, anyone but Shade think about what it could be,” Seth says.

      As soon as the words are out of his mouth, his eyes go wide with recognition, and he starts dancing again.

      “Stop,” he says, but it doesn’t work.

      “Interesting, you can trigger your command, but not turn it off. Stop,” Roarke says.

      “Seriously,” Seth says, but he doesn’t start moving. He continues through each word from his sentence one at a time. “Now. Anyone. But. Shade. Think. About. What –”

      That’s it, Seth’s dancing again.

      “Stop,” Roarke says. “Our golden word is ‘what’ – stop. Maybe you’d better stay close to one of us in the tournament. If our beloved neutral Sigils Master knows what your trigger is, the odds are pretty high Logan will use it.”

      “I can dance and fight,” Seth declares.

      “What?” Roarke asks.

      Instantly Seth is up and pulling at his shirt, hips gyrating and hands rubbing slowly, seductively, up from his hem. Up over corded abs – eight of them. One at a time with his fingers splayed and his lip pinched between his teeth. It’s impossible not to watch, almost impossible not to let my jaw drop open.

      I slap my hand over my mouth just in time to smother the word, “Yum.”

      “Pretty sure you can’t fight with those moves,” Roarke says, wandering into his room while he’s speaking and coming back out with a rather heavy-looking sword.

      Seeing Killian with his toys out is normal, seeing Roarke more interested in a sword than a book is not so normal.

      “You guys better tell me what is going on. Stop.”

      Seth sighs and sits, mouthing the words ‘thank you’ to me.

      “Tournament in four hours,” Pax says, sitting on the edge of his bed and inspecting the fine details of his spear.

      “What does that mean? One of you better know of a supply closet I can hide in. Stop.” Saying stop at the end of my sentences has just become my new way of speaking. “Wonder how annoying this is going to get. Stop.”

      “Very,” Seth says.

      “We’re going to have to leave her on her own,” Roarke says softly, almost to himself.

      “I could stay with her,” Seth says.

      “No, that would prove she’s valuable and Logan will be in the arena with us. He can’t get to her from there,” Pax reasons.

      “She’ll be fine,” Killian grunts.

      “If there’s a supply closet, or better yet a pantry, I’m kinda hungry. Do people die in tournaments? They do, don’t they?” And then I start freaking out. “You’re all going to die! Crown-Asshole is a DeathSeed, Seeds are hereditary, Logan is his nephew and he has a DeathSeed too. I know you said he can’t open the Veil – but he’ll blink and end your lives or something. You can’t go in there.” Pax abandons his spear and motions for me to follow him, about halfway through my freak out.

      Outside the rooms, and to the great big window at the end of their corridor.

      It’s a long hall, given that they’re the only ones on the left and their rooms aren’t that big. But some builder who never learned to count holds my attention for about thirty seconds before I focus back on the window. The same one that I rested my head against the first day me and my bubble met.

      “That would hurt,” I say.

      “What?” Pax asks.

      “Resting my head on the glass. Sorry, that doesn’t make sense. Just a stray thought.”

      He taps on the glass, and I look down at the scene below. An arena littered with obstacles like boulders and dead trees. It’s been dug into the ground, and the oval walls around it are full of seating.

      “Logan is technically only a forty-nine-year-old DeathSeed with a triune that formed a few phases ago. We don’t typically get the call until we’re fifty. He can’t do anything with the Veil.”

      “What if he does open the Veil? What if today is the day he works it out?” I ask. “He made the walls flicker the first time I met him.”

      “I’m pretty sure mortal souls go in a different direction, but Silvari souls go through the Veil. The first ring is the home of the Veil Queen and where all souls are judged. Those that owe a debt pay for their crimes in the worst imaginable way – but those that do not drop through to the next ring, and so on, until they find the final resting place where their soul belongs. The outer ring is supposed to be ruled by an eternal balance, the Queen is supposed to be neutral and immune to good or evil,” he clips his words off, clearly shifting away from that specific train of thought. “Lucif used his power to take souls and do whatever he wanted with them. Most people think that Lithael isn’t like that, that Lithael is our savior. But he’s far from it. Logan’s a good six or seven hundred years away from mastering the Veil. Down there.” He taps the glass again. “He’s just another Saber, not even an Elite.”

      “Then why is he causing so much trouble?”

      “Not Logan, not really. He’s not smart enough. Lithael’s the real problem. Logan is just a hiccup. How he skipped over his sister and got the call first, Roarke doesn’t know.”

      “I thought the whole calling thing was random?”

      Pax shakes his head. “By divine design. The magic that we use to uphold the border makes the call.”

      “Ximena,” I butt in.

      “Ximena?” he repeats with pure confusion on his face.

      “I named the border Ximena,” I shrug, because doesn’t everyone give inanimate objects names?

      “When a Saber’s magic has matured, and the right combination is ready, a triune will be called. Our real problem is Kyra – Logan’s sister. She came of age this year, and she should have been called first. Her brother is actually a year younger than most. If I get specific, they’re two-hundred-odd years late, but stasis doesn’t count.”

      I ignore that last part, because it makes no sense to me, and instead ask, “Why is she a problem?”

      “Because she’s Lithael’s heir.”

      “So, she’s going to want to eliminate you guys – her competition?”

      “I don’t know what she wants – I’ve never had a conversation with her. They came out of stasis after Lithael took the throne. She has a lot of support amongst the council and the dignitaries. She’s been to every ball and party, danced and wined with all of them. Unlike Logan, she can fight and she can think. The two of them were magically put into a stasis as babies around the same time that my brothers and I were born. The fact that they came out of it is considered a good omen. She doesn’t need to fight us directly to have the upper hand because we’re locked in here.”

      “So, her getting the Saber call would be a good thing? You can keep an eye on her, plot against her or whatever it is you guys want to do – so long as none of you touch her unless you’re planning on killing her.”

      That makes him chuckle and I try to suppress the oversized grin on my lips.

      “I made you laugh,” I say.

      Which he ignores, but he continues to smile back at me. “A phase ago, Kyra getting the call would have been a good thing – yes. Now, with you here, no. If she is serious about getting the crown, then hurting you is the quickest way to hurt us.”

      I swallow and nod, then swallow and nod again.

      “Okay, what about me? I’m just going to get you guys killed.”

      “There are competitor prep-rooms within the stadium. If one of us stays close to our designated room, then you’ll be fine. Just one of us needs to be close.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I try to sound as self-assured as he is. “And I won’t have to fight? Because honestly, I don’t think I’d be any good at it.”

      “You won’t be allowed on the sand. Males only fight males.”

      I’m a little relieved about that idea. The rules are in my favor for once.

      “Good rules.”

      Pax leads the way inside, and the next four hours go by with me talking way too much and Seth getting up and starting to strip then being told to ‘stop’ enough times that I take pity on him and stop deliberately using the word ‘what’. Which was probably cruel in the first place.

      Pax leaves for a good half of that time, and when he returns he nods sharply and the guys all nod back. That’s it, just a nod.

      “What’s that about?” I ask, which has Seth on his feet again. “You know I really like your dance moves,” I say. “Where did you learn those? Stop.”

      “Too many nights in establishments where girls dance for money,” Roarke says.

      “What?”

      “Don’t ask, lass,” Killian says. “He’s lived a long and boring life.”

      “Stop,” Pax says, before Seth gets to his braies again.

      “How come you worked out their sigils and not Seth’s?” I ask Roarke, who’s currently skipping – rope and all – in his room.

      “That’s right, big brother, how come?” Seth teases, swinging his arms around to loosen them up.

      “I didn’t work out Pax and Killian’s,” Roarke says.

      “We’re a few hundred years old, so we’ve been around sigils and Sigils Masters enough to be able to decipher one,” Pax says.

      “Then why didn’t you work yours out?” I ask Seth.

      “I did,” Seth says. “I wasn’t even given a chance.”

      “And he was too busy distracting the new triune. Taking their pens, redistributing their books, that kind of thing,” Roarke says.

      “Very mature,” I mumble. “And here I was thinking you were trying to save me.”

      “I was doing that too.”

      “I was doing that,” Roarke corrects. “You were just the messenger.”

      “Bells,” Killian says, getting up from where he was stretching his long legs out on the floor.

      “We need an assignment,” I moan.

      The bells haven’t gone yet, but Killian always seems to know just a few moments beforehand.

      “We need an assignment,” Pax corrects.

      “I just said that,” I say, and normally I’d stop there, but today I keep going, “And I’m not getting into an argument over exactly how much of me is being affected by the events of today. We are a we. Whether you like it or not.”

      “Regardless of your opinions,” Pax says through clenched teeth, then takes a breath and tries to relax his jaw before continuing. “We don’t make the assignments; they arrive by Sealer. No one can make one happen any faster.”

      “But we need one,” Seth says. “Both to get us out of here and to find out what’s going on. Crap, someone say stop.”

      “Stop,” I say.

      “Right, what is Lithael doing out there? Not enough Elite triunes are returning with news,” he stops talking, suddenly realizing he’s gyrate at the hips again. “Shit.”

      “What happens if he’s just naked – like all the way? Then he can’t strip anymore?” I ask.

      “He won’t stop dancing though,” Roarke says, then adds. “I think the council’s trying to keep us here. Trying to keep some control of the White Castle.”

      “They’re not helping,” Killian grumbles. Killian is always grumbling.

      “Enough of that,” Pax says. “Grab a breath and leave ready to fight.”

      “We don’t have a solid grasp on Logan’s scheme,” Roarke says, reminding us all that there’s a bigger problem right around the corner.

      “Leave and return,” they all echo.

      And with that ritual done, all five of us funnel out of the room. For half a second I’m number five in the line, then the boys rearrange themselves, and I’m once again boxed in.

      I realize I’m the only one of us wearing boots.

      “Wait, no. This isn’t going to work,” I say.

      “Have you got another plan?” Seth asks.

      “No, I mean, don’t you all fight naked?”
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      “I don’t understand it anyway. Won’t your things get cut off? Oh, crap. Bury me now –”

      “You’re still talking,” Killian cuts in as he picks himself up off the floor – stretching his arms slowly in each direction.

      All of them are stretching out limbs through a series of long, specific, positions.

      “Can you lick your knee when you’re like that?” I ask Seth, who’s standing with his arms reaching down his left leg and his forehead on his kneecap.

      He chuckles, but doesn’t reply, before stretching down his right leg.

      This room is designed for tournament preparations. The guys move from stretching to doing final inspections of their weapons and various leather belts that they are allowed to wear – but they have to get naked to get into them first.

      Seth stretches straight down to the ground, his head between his knees. Damn, he’s flexible.

      “Can you lick your own –” I slap my hand over my mouth.

      “My what?” Seth presses, laughing hard!

      Too hard to realize he’s started dancing again.

      “Stop,” Pax orders.

      Which stops Seth’s dancing but does nothing to stop his laughing.

      I cross to Roarke, who’s using a knife to cut a leather strap shorter, and rest my head on his arm. The sigil burn has quieted down, just a light sting that barely registers.

      He practically jumps out of his skin, like he hadn’t expected me to ever willingly get this close to him. Then he moves his arm very slowly, which is good, because if he moves quickly I’m probably going to tumble forward and headbutt the bench. I tilt my head all of the way back and look up at him.

      The guy isn’t disproportionally massive, but the weight of saying stupid shit has left me with a slouch.

      “Turn my head off,” I say, gesturing in the rough direction of my brain. “I’m embarrassing the crap out of myself and you guys.”

      “We don’t mind,” Seth says from the other side of the room.

      Roarke’s gaze stretches over me and across to Seth. “She thinks talking about dicks embarrasses us.”

      “Does she realize we’ve had them all our lives?”

      Roarke looks down at me. “You do realize dicks are normal for us, right?”

      “Will you stop saying that word?”

      “Dick?”

      “Prick?”

      “Penis?”

      “Cock?”

      Roarke, Seth, then Killian, then Pax.

      I try to ignore them and not go down trains of thought to do with penises, their uses and so on.

      “Turn it off?” I plead with Roarke, pointing at my head. My mind.

      He’s done it before, made everything go fuzzy when I accidentally heard him order Aolyaire to ‘lose all his thoughts’. Having an empty head right now would be bliss.

      Roarke wraps his arm around my shoulders, gentle and confident, then he pulls me in close. I rest my head on the point where his shoulder becomes his chest and sigh into the embrace.

      “So nice,” I whisper, or rather purr. I’m practically purring right now.

      “No,” he says softly as he presses a kiss to the top of my head. “I won’t mess with your head.”

      “You’ve been wanting to mess with my head since you met me.”

      “Not like this.”

      “You’re someone whose mouth is regularly out of control, you should be used to this,” Seth says.

      “We’re used to you, so get over it,” Killian says.

      The sound of clothing hitting the floor somewhere on the other side of the room makes me move. Pulling away from Roarke is hard – not physically, the guy lets me go the minute I move – but emotionally. He feels like clarity, and the minute I’m not in contact with him I feel a storm of emotions and thoughts.

      I have three options: stand in the far corner of the room and face the wall, climb into one of the many low cupboards filled with supplies, or go up.

      My natural instinct is to go up. The support beams and rafters have enough clearance between them and the roof for a person to fit.

      So, I hop on the bench, use a shelf and the far wall as leverage, and in a few quick movements I’m belly down on a wide timber support and facing the arena. There’s a long narrow window up here. With grates covering it, so it doesn’t offer an exit, but it does offer a view.

      “What’s she doing?” Seth asks.

      “Stop. I’m finding an alternative view,” I say.

      “Oh,” is all Seth says.

      But I still kind-of scan the room out of the corner of my eye. The guys have hung their clothes over railings beside each of their prep benches. All I can see are lily-white bottoms, except for Pax, the guy has the same deep tan over all of his body. All of them have a sigil on their lower back, clearly an old one after seeing what new ones look like. The only person kind of facing in my direction is Roarke, and a bench is in the way of any kind of full view.

      So I can’t actually see anything interesting.

      “I’m not sure how I feel about that,” I say.

      “What?” Roarke asks.

      Crap. Yes, Shade – what?

      “Stop. Just things. Just thinking about sunshine, that’s all, sunshine and sand,” I try to tell myself.

      They pick up identical looking belts with weird cups attached and put them on – penises gone.

      “Wait, if you’re allowed weapons in there, then why the need to ditch the clothes?”

      “We’re allowed weapons in this match, but not all matches, and the showing of skin is to prevent cheating with seals, not blades,” Pax says.

      “Seals contain power. Sigils just contain instructions, they make the wearer do something, but seals are laced with magic that the person wearing can use,” Roarke says.

      “Or have used against them?” I ask, “Because I know the Return Seal is pretty deadly.”

      “Yep. The power in that one will rip the wearer’s soul from their body and return it to the castle, leaving the corpse behind, if the person doesn’t get back here quickly enough – but it leaves the actual act of moving up to the wearer. Lithael wants people to try to resist. Wants them to be the instrument of their own deaths. Other seals can give the wearer healing properties, or speed, or mind reading. Advantages in a tournament,” Roarke says.

      “Then why doesn’t everyone just walk around covered in the things?”

      “Because SealSeeds are pretty rare.” Roarke pulls the last buckle at his waist into place. “The bloodline has almost died out. There’s no Seals Masters left to train the younger Sabers properly. Sealers that are alive today are glorified-errand-boys. Seals, especially with complicated commands, can go very wrong. A line not in the right place, a spot where the ink was a bit too thick, and instead of growing back one arm if the limb is removed in battle, you could grow back two.”

      Killian moves to queue at the door, and the others follow suit. They’re all in line when the bell tolls.

      “Shade,” Pax says, waiting until I’ve made eye contact before continuing. “You’ll be able to see everything from up there, but you won’t be able to hear anything, and we won’t be able to hear you. The magical wards on this place are enough to knock a Saber unconscious, so don’t even try to leave this room, or get to us.”

      “I’ll stay right here,” Killian says, then a smile creeps across his face. “I won’t let you die.”

      “Please don’t let me hurt. Death shouldn’t even be on that list. Stop before hurt.”

      He chuckles, the door opens, and they march out, leaving me locked in here.

      Four other doors open around the arena, and the otherwise calmness that I’ve had over the fact that these guys are about to go fight people ramps up straight past fear and right into terrified.

      Four triunes, that’s twelve people against my four guys. Against, three really, because their biggest weapon is Killian, and he’s stuck within a narrow radius of me.

      None of them seem to care though, which means they knew this was going to happen – and they didn’t tell me.

      “I should be consulted before they try to kill themselves,” I say, to no one because I’m alone – and still can’t shut up.

      Seth has his sword out, swinging it through the air in an arc of reflected light as he moves. There’s an excited bounce in his step. Pax and Roarke move easily, calm and certain of themselves.

      Killian stops a short distance from the door, folds his arms, and stands like a mountain. In a conflicting kind of way I’m glad it’s him they chose to stay back. For one, the man is least likely to die before my eyes. He has the added advantage of being able to feel my pain if in the thrill of the battle he moves too far away and if, unlike last time, he cares about the effect that has on me.

      Aside from Killian, everyone else gathers at the center of the arena. A white-haired and white-robed Master meets them there. The guy’s golden head decoration almost looks like a crown.

      His eyes glow white as he begins to speak, and when he’s finished, every competitor, even Killian, bows. Each team retreats, picking a spot in the arena to start from, except for Roarke, Seth, and Pax.

      I have no idea what to expect, but when the bell gongs, every single team moves toward my guys all at once – and I shouldn’t be surprised. Shouldn’t be, but am. And not just surprised, genuinely in terror.

      Long swords, spears, throwing knives and a few bows are snatched into ready hands. The people with the bows dash to climb boulders and trees. They’re moving as quickly as they can – but they have nothing on my guys.

      Apparently, super-speed is not something all Sabers possess.

      I try to follow their movements as Seth uses the butt of his sword to knock someone out before slicing into someone else’s leg. Training isn’t fatal, Roarke had said, but tournaments are genuine battles. The arena’s magic is supposed to stop the match if someone receives a mortal wound, but mortal means that’s it, you’re dead, and by that point it doesn’t matter if the match is stopped.

      Roarke moves to take out the archers. Jumping straight up into the tree. One second he’s on the ground and the next he’s in the branches. Then an archer falls and smashes into the ground at an awkward-looking angle. Roarke crosses the distance between the tree and a boulder in one leap, slamming his shoulder into the back of the archer there, and not even waiting for him to hit the ground before leaping down and running for the next height advantage obstacle and the next archer.

      The biggest boulder out there.

      Seth drops onto his knees and forms a human springboard for Roarke to make the leap up onto the rock. He does it without even looking over his back, so I have no idea how he knew Roarke was approaching. The archer hasn’t even managed to get himself to the top yet, climbing the normal way with handholds and effort.

      The poor guy looks up at Roarke and tries to reach for the blade strapped at his side. He’s still a bit below Roarke, with a buffer of room to figure out his next move. He either needs to go up, or Roarke needs to go down.

      Pax throws his spear – apparently, there was a third option – and Roarke snatches it out of the air. He jabs his opponent with the blunt end of the weapon, pushing the guy away from the wall, and into a freefall toward the ground.

      His landing looks less than comfortable.

      One of the triunes breaks away from the rest – running toward Killian, which is the stupidest move someone could make out there. The guys get close enough to recognize, Quin and his two companions. The new guys. So their dumb move doesn’t surprise me.

      It’s really hard to tell who’s who when they’re all practically naked, aside from belts holding sword sheaths and random penis cups. Except for my guys. I’d recognize Pax’s power, Seth’s energy, Roarke’s agility, and Killian’s steadfastness anywhere.

      Killian sidesteps an attack, then punches the guy in the head and he drops. Unconscious.

      The other two step back, seeming to communicate a plan using body language, and Killian lets them, waiting to see what they’ll do.

      There’s clearly a disadvantage out there, but no one is dead yet. Not for lack of trying on the other team’s parts – but for some serious restraint from my guys.

      “They’re dart-tip deadly, and they know it,” I say, because it’s what I’m thinking and until sunset, my mouth-brain connection is ridiculously uncensored. “At least there’s no one in here to hear me.”

      And right on that thought, the door creaks open.

      I cling tighter to my beam, twisting as much as I can to watch three guys enter the room Thom in the lead.

      My stomach knots hard and my chest contracts as I watch the door… and Asanta walks in behind them.

      “Where is she?” one of the men ask.

      “Oh, she’s in here. The door was locked,” Thom says.

      He waves a key dramatically in the air before closing and locking the door behind him.

      I bite into my tongue, but the question is already on my mind, and I can’t keep it from coming out.

      “Who gave you that?” I demand.

      Getting all of their attention and causing four sets of eyes to lock onto me. Thom laughs, slipping the key into his pocket. His dark hair is long and perfectly straight, mimicking the style that comes naturally to the Masters.

      “Logan, of course,” he says, taking deliberately slow steps across the room. “And we have two instructions. One, find out why the four prodigal sons covet you, and two, kill you.”

      “The killing you part will be most enjoyable,” Asanta sing-songs.

      I almost laugh and declare that I don’t know why the Elorsin brothers were at Lord Martin’s estate, or why something their mother sent them to collect might be me, or might be some statue, because they refuse to tell me anything until we’re far away from the White Castle. I almost say all of that, but then he mentions my imminent death and my thoughts shut up.

      “There’s no escape from here,” I groan.

      “At least we agree on that,” Thom says.

      The other two men scan over the various items on the benches, sharpening stones, tools for the leather, and lots and lots of weapons. Their gazes aren’t even on me as they run their hands over the items – mostly those that are sharp and pointy. Their movements make my skin prickle and my heart crawl up into my throat.

      Asanta’s gaze trails over the full length of my body, inspecting my tangled hair, servants clothing, and Soot curves right down to my worn-out boots, with disgust in her eyes.

      “Maybe if you dressed down a little, with your satin trimmed shirt and embroidered belt, Seth could stand to be near you,” I say, and regret it because I know Seth would still avoid her, and poking the beast is never a good idea.

      “Seth will see the value in me, once you stop distracting him,” she says.

      “Value in you? You sound like you’re a cow sending yourself to auction.”

      She growls like a frustrated child, which makes me laugh.

      “Sister, stop bringing your love life into our assignments,” Thom snaps.

      “Your assignment was to come and entertain me?” I’m pretty proud of myself for thinking that way – when I’m sure my imminent murder will not feel very entertaining.

      “His assignment is to make you talk,” she says, stabbing her thumb toward Thom – her brother – as she saunters forward. “Mine is to make you cry.”

      I snort. “I only cry for onions, and at least they’re useful, unlike you.”

      “Get her,” she barks.

      I scramble across the rafters, trying to get to the center of the room where they might have trouble reaching me – if I can get across to the next beam. My fingers brush the timber, but they’re bloody big beams, and I can’t get a proper grip.

      One of the men leaps up onto the table saying, “Let me.”

      I push my feet up underneath me, ready to jump to the next beam. But he’s too quick. He grabs my outstretched arm, and yanks me so hard that I shoot from the roof and crash to the ground in a tumble of limbs and screams. My right arm lands first, followed by a sharp snap and searing pain, but the rest of me keeps moving. Rolling three more times toward the benches on the far wall.

      The pain in my arm is so intense that it locks the rest of my body down. By the time I realize moving is a priority, Asanta is standing over me. Leaning down low to sneer in my face.

      Her features could be pretty, delicate and perfect actually, if they weren’t layered with malice and evil. Beautiful full lips, long eyelashes, she has it all.

      “You have a perfect nose,” I groan, then with all my strength I headbutt her.

      Hard enough to feel a crack and make my vision go black. Blood trickles over my cheek, but I’m sure it’s hers and not mine.

      “You’re welcome,” I say. “That’s an improvement. Seth doesn’t like perfection.”

      When my vision clears, she’s across the room holding her face. Her nose is contorted to the right, and with a crunch, she shoves it back into place. Then cries out in pain.

      “Oh, you big baby. I thought you trained hard with the StormSeeds,” I say, recalling a half understood conversation from the kitchens.

      “I do,” she growls, blood running into her mouth and between her teeth.

      She waves a hand in my direction. The floor underneath me turns to liquid and begins to suck me into it.

      I roll out of the way, gasping at the pain that radiates through me with every movement – my arm in agony – just as much as the fear of being buried alive.

      “Not yet, sister, Logan wants –”

      “Screw Logan, I want her dead.”

      “After,” Thom persists.

      I roll into the wall underneath one of the benches. The floor over here is solid, but my stomach is turning from even that weak effort to escape. Getting up and running would be a better idea at this point.

      If my attackers hadn’t already closed in around me.

      Thom lifts a boot and slams it into my middle, a blow lessened by the fact that my legs are curled up pretty tightly and legs can take more of a beating than stomachs.

      Or arms, apparently arms are pretty fragile.

      “You’re a bastard,” I hiss.

      He kicks me again, which I anticipated. Generally, when people are giving you a beating, they’re pretty predictable.

      “Thank you, Lord Martin, for teaching me how to take a beating,” I mumble.

      It strikes me as odd that I’m not making more pain noises. Apparently, pain noises don’t originate as thoughts; and it’s also obvious that my thoughts can get distracted even when my life is on the line.

      There’s a thump at the arena door, which everyone looks at momentarily, then it goes quiet out there.

      Locked. Everything is locked.

      Thom squats down, gripping the table above my head and using it for balance. Effectively blocking most of the room from view. I’m on my right side, with my right arm tucked around my stomach, my knees up close to my chest and my left arm raised to protect my face.

      “Face punch next,” I groan.

      “Questions next,” the guy corrects. “Then I’m going to let one of these guys make you bleed for my sister. Any preference on where?”

      “Little toe.”

      “We could cut it off,” one of the other guys says.

      My heart’s already hammering, but the rest of me is mustering more nerve than is safe.

      “Sure, why not? Do we even use our little toes?”

      And for that I earn a punch to the face, some of which I manage to block with my raised arm.

      “You said questions next,” I say through a combination of gasping and adrenalin.

      “I lied. I can. I’m not wearing a sigil on my forehead. Why do the Elorsins want you?”

      “Oh, goodie. I can play this game,” I say, rushing to get my next sentence out before the thought that telling the truth has nothing to do with my particular sigil. I can say anything, so long as that’s the thing I’m thinking about. “They think I’m sexy.”

      “I know. You smell like they’ve all had you,” he says.

      Somewhere in the background Asanta growls and thumps something – hard. Which sends a flurry of amusement up through my chest. I like it when she’s pissed off.

      “How do I smell like that?”

      “They’ve claimed you. Marked you with their magic.”

      “Nope, not that kind of sexy. I’m sexy at doing the dishes. They like to watch me clean things,” I blurt out. “In particular, things with bubbles.”

      Thom’s brow creases, but another, harder, thump at the arena door steals his attention.

      “I should kick you,” I say, because my treacherous mouth wants to ruin my chances of trying to defend myself. “Like in your ugly face or your tiny balls.”

      Thom starts punching, and all three of the other Sabers are laughing. I bring both my arms up to protect my face and manage to block any from landing, but the pain in my arm makes me squeal and writhe, until he stands – gasping – and moves back.

      Another guy fills my vision, leaner, with a narrow face and round eyes.

      “Ugly much?” I blurt. “Crap!” Saying shit like that is going to get me killed. Okay, killed quicker. “I have to turn this sigil off. I have to turn this sigil off,” I fill my mind with that thought, which means it tumbles off my lips as incoherent muttering. Over and over again. Screaming it at myself.

      The new guy leans in and grabs my hair in the same instant as I register the small, narrow blade in his other hand. He yanks me partly out of the nook, pulling my head back, and down, to display the full length of my neck.

      “I’d like to do two things to you,” he says, his voice dripping with a kind of pleasure that makes me want to vomit. “Hear you answer my commander’s questions, and then watch the blood drain from your body.”

      “I have to turn this sigil off,” I gasp.

      Asanta squats down beside the man, on the other side of my head, sucking the end of her finger in a slow, taunting movement. The guy with the knife watches her with a hungry look in his eyes. Then she draws a line with the moisture across my throat. Leaving a cold trail like a marking for the blade to trace.

      “Just. Like. That,” she sing-songs, sticking her finger back in her mouth to chew the tip of her nail.

      She looks more than excited. She looks evil.

      The thumping at the door, which had become background noise, stops. I try to swallow, but that’s nearly impossible at his angle.

      Escape is impossible.

      “Ask me your question,” I say, doing what I should have done all along.

      Submitting is survival.

      Suddenly, the door’s blasted off its hinges. All of my attackers get thrown into the wall on the far side. I get thrown around, but half of me is still inside a nook so I slam into the cupboard that I was already kind of pressed against. It doesn’t lessen the blow though, and I’m gasping for air like something new was just broken in my chest.

      At the same time as I rub hard at the lingering sensation of Asanta’s finger on my throat.

      It only mildly helps.

      Four practically naked and angry-as-chuck Sabers storm into the room.

      My four Sabers.

      “Asanta,” Seth shouts.

      He has her in his grip before she can move, and he looks furious. He’s a freaking huge guy, which is easy to forget because he moves so lightly, but he pushes her against the door like she weighs nothing, and holds her there.

      I remind myself that the women and men consider themselves warriors here – equals – and that I hate Asanta. But that’s not enough to make me want to see Seth smash her face in. Not Sweet Seth.

      He doesn’t raise his fist to her and it takes me a second to realize why she’s so scared. Her hands are being drawn together. Palm to palm. Like she can’t resist. They press hard, the skin looking like it’s melting as she screams, the sound lost amongst Killian tossing two of the guys toward the arena and Pax grabbing Thom by the hair. All of them shouting and yelling.

      As her skin’s dissolving.

      Yep, her hands are melting together.

      Fingers and knuckles and everything down to her wrists becoming encased in one smooth layer of skin. Impossible to pull apart.

      Still gripping her shirt in one hand, Seth grabs the doorknob in the other and crushes the thing to metal dust. My eyes drift closed in exhaustion, and when I open them, he’s pushed Asanta into the hallway outside and turned to launch himself toward the arena and the other Sabers.

      “I challenge you to tournament,” Pax declares, throwing Thom onto the sands. “Right now.”

      Followed by screams of pain – not coming from me, which is nice.

      Someone cups my face and rolls me onto my back. I stiffen, waiting for the blow, until my eyes find Roarke’s deep black pools. Calm. Still. Quiet.

      I stare into them as he makes hushing noises and wipes the strands of hair from my forehead. Smoothing his palm over my cheek, where Asanta had left a trail of blood.

      I’m quite proud of that.

      Then he expertly runs his hands over my body, feeling, searching.

      “Her arm and her ribs,” Killian says, and I swear his voice makes the room feel colder.

      He uses a knife to cut the leather sheaths off himself, and lets them fall to the ground. Not even caring about his nakedness, or his braies, or his shirt, he pulls on his pants and comes over to kneel next to me.

      Seth is the next to come back inside, and he’s white, sweating, and shaking.

      “Seth?” I manage.

      “He just expended too much power pulling that stunt on Asanta, he’ll recover,” Roarke says.

      Though I’m not convinced until Seth offers me a weak smile.

      “Should have thrown her into the arena,” Killian grunts.

      Most of the room is hazy, most of him is hazy, but I can make out the sheen of sweat across his brow, and the way he cocks his head a little, as if trying to work out what he’s seeing.

      “We need an assignment, and we won’t get one if we’re locked in the cells,” Seth gasps, leaning on the bench for support.

      Killian offers a grunt that could mean, ‘you’re right’ or it could mean, ‘still worth it.’ But then he says, “Her sigil’s dissolving.”

      “It’s not sunset yet,” Roarke says, running his fingers across my forehead.

      Even if ten sigils had been burned in there, the pain of them would still be less than the pain in other parts of me.

      Killian slides his arms underneath me and begins to pull me out and cradle me. His touch is like ice, and I must be delirious because living, dancing shadows look like they’re hugging close to his skin.

      “Watch it, Darkness, rein it in,” Roarke orders from somewhere nearby.

      “Pain,” I mumble.

      Then, with one touch from Roarke, it’s gone. All of it gone, replaced with white spots and weird sparkles.

      All the tension, the fear, the searing agony, the tightness through my chest, it all dissolves.
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      When I open my eyes I’m in a bed, in a dark room so heavy with the sense of power that for several long breaths I can’t move.

      I just breathe; slow, hesitant, laced with the promise of pain that is currently at bay.

      Details start to come into clarity. A four poster bed. A thick blanket over me, and someone else’s arm wrapped gently around my waist. I’m on my left side, my right arm stretched out on an extra pillow and bandaged securely. Not just bandaged, but immobilised with two lengths of metal that I swear look like someone snapped the handles off serving spoons.

      But all of this means moving to see who is in bed with me – and they’d better be fully dressed too – is going to bloody hurt.

      “Shhh,” Roarke says. “I can feel your pulse going up.”

      Roarke. Makes sense because clearly I’m in his room, in his bed…

      Comfortably in his arms.

      “This is the only way you’d sleep. I can’t take your pain if I’m not touching you.”

      “Thank you,” I say, my voice the kind of raspy that’s left after doing a lot of screaming.

      “You can get up if you want. I’ll help you.”

      I shake my head and feel the promise of pain there too.

      “What?” I ask.

      “What time is it?” he asks, trying to guess my question. “You slept through the night. The others are at the first class of the morning.”

      “It’s morning?”

      “Almost lunch time.”

      He chuckles softly. Propping himself up on one elbow to peer down at my face, his hair cascading in a mess of sleepy waves. I don’t look back up at him, the time wasn’t really what I was after, and keeping my eyes open is proving a little exhausting.

      “What’s the damage?” I ask.

      “Bruised ribs, not broken. You’ve got a bruise above your eyebrow, and enough down your arms that I suspect you deflected a lot of the damage aimed at you. Your arm will take weeks to heal. Killian said the bone’s snapped, and mortals are poor healers.”

      “Not too bad then,” I say. “Just broken.”

      He frowns at me. “I wouldn’t say that.”

      Roarke is sweet, I realize. His power is scary, but he’s not. So I gather up some courage to ask a really important question.

      “Why aren’t you allowed women in your room?”

      “Men either, actually,” he says softly.

      Oh, is all I can think, but I wait – hoping he’ll actually answer the question.

      “The problem with having desire as a large component of one’s power is that we all desire things that aren’t good for us. Too much wine and you make yourself sick, too much wine night after night and you make yourself a useless, babbling, idiot. I require an incredible amount of self control and something happened to make me lose that. Something I’m not willing to share just yet, okay, Kitten?”

      I sigh, offering a slight nod and regretting the movement.

      “And do you have self-control now?” My voice almost a whisper.

      “That part of my power is locked down tight,” he says, pressing his lips to my temple.

      Then he starts to move, but I manage to catch his hand as it slides past mine.

      “Wait,” I say, taking one more relatively pain free breath before letting him go. “Okay.”

      “Let me come around and help you up,” he says, slipping out of his side of the bed.

      The pain settles into place. An ache in my arm that’s bearable, sharp pains down my ribs with every movement and some throbbing at the back of my mind.

      He appears in front of me, fully clothed and holding a sash or scarf of some sort.

      “Have you broken anything before?”

      I shake my head, slowly, letting him pull me into a sitting position while I cradle my arm.

      “I have, lots. Seth was trying for a record when we were kids. Broke my arm six times one year.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Seth is Seth, and that particular year he discovered a new purpose for rope traps.”

      As he talks, he fastens the sash around my arm and up behind my neck, taking the weight of my arm and cradling it securely.

      “Thank you.”

      He hesitates in his crouch, balancing on the balls of his feet – just looking at me.

      “How does it feel?”

      He’s not touching me, meaning what I’m feeling now is the full force of my injuries.

      A door opens somewhere in the suite, and I jump out of my skin. The sound makes my heart race, even though it wasn’t loud or aggressive.

      Just a door opening.

      “Shh,” Roarke says, resting his hand on my knee and sucking the pain away again.

      I blink against the white spots and sparkles, eyes intent on the door into this room. It opens a crack, letting the bright light of day flood in, and Seth’s head appears in the gap.

      I swallow hard. Seth.

      Roarke looks from me to his brother.

      “No one else can get into these rooms,” Roarke says.

      “I thought that about the last room I was in, too. Besides, servants come in here all the time.”

      “Not without permission, the ward is too strong,” Seth says. “Killian said you were awake, and I figured you’d probably need a bathroom chaperone.”

      “You figured right,” I say, accepting Roarke’s help up and leaving the room in a Seth-me-Roarke sandwich.

      Pax is standing by the window, looking out on the world and rubbing his chin with a thoughtful thumb and forefinger. He turns, glancing over me like a rider inspecting a horse before auction. I run my good hand through my hair and search out Killian. He’s not here.

      “We need to talk,” Pax says, inclining his head toward the nearest lounge.

      “Can she shower first?” Roarke asks.

      For half a second I’m conflicted, until Seth makes me jump by opening the damned front door. I swallow hard, giving the thing an evil look. Me and doors are going to have to have words about this, because I’m not going to be scared every time someone opens one for the rest of my life.

      And on that note Killian laughs, opening his own door and joining us. His door, the sound of a handle turning, the air moving, the hinges working – no matter how softly – is what gets my attention first.

      Get over it. Doors open all the time, I tell myself.

      Killian nods like he’s approving of something I’m thinking, or feeling, then waves me away toward Seth.

      If my bladder wasn’t about to burst, I might press him on what. The fact that doors now scare me or the fact that, in my head, I was planning the best way to come to a peace treaty with an inanimate wooden object.

      But I do have to pee.

      And shower.

      And get new clothes as soon as possible, because someone at some point ripped the sleeve off this shirt.

      Awkwardly I achieve my wash, then dress back into my old clothes and emerge from the bathroom to find Seth standing in the hallway, blocking the door and having a conversation with six waiting Sabers.

      “And the double knife-hand back-strike you did!” one of them says.

      “Do you give lessons?” another asks.

      Seth chuckles, funneling me down the hall to the suite.

      “You couldn’t afford me,” he says, leaving a hum of conversation behind him.

      “What was that about?”

      “Just wait, Puppet.”

      We find Pax still by the window, Roarke with a bandage in his hands, and Killian shirtless.

      Shirtless and sporting an angry red burn down his left arm – shoulder to elbow.

      “What the fuck?!” I exclaim.

      Loud enough to make all of them spin and face me – haven’t they heard me actually swear before? Because this is a serious swearing moment.

      “Who did that?”

      My good fist is balled, at odds with my wide-eyed shock. Like part of me can’t believe what I’m seeing, and the other part is ready to make someone pay for this. He doesn’t have an ‘oops, I spilled hot water,’ burn. His arm looks like someone held him down in a roaring fire.

      Killian grunt-snickers.

      “Nice,” he says, looking at my angry fist.

      Roarke goes back to bandaging up his brother. A fresh bandage, I note, because there’s an older one sitting on the low table.

      “What happened?” I ask, my gaze tracing over Killian, then Roarke, Seth, and finally landing on Pax.

      “The wards on the arena don’t dissolve until the match is finished. Killian tried to get through the door before they were down,” Roarke says.

      “And they burned the crap out of him?”

      “Yep, that’s the point of them. There’s no running from a tournament,” Seth says.

      “Why were you trying to get through the damned door, then?” I demand.

      To which Killian just grunts.

      “You’re crazy. That was crazy. Don’t do shit like that,” I say, but I don’t push that any further, because I’m really, really, grateful that they got through that door when they did.

      “So how did you get through, then? Because I saw, I felt, you blow that door clean off.”

      Seth actually chuckles at that.

      “They didn’t know what hit them. We’ve never used our combined power in the arena before.”

      “You did that explosion thing?”

      “Blast,” Killian corrects.

      Seth presses a hand to the small of my back and angles my direction toward the cold hearth. Toward where Pax is standing.

      “We need to talk,” Pax says.

      I sit on the edge of the stone, which is immediately uncomfortable. So, I lower myself to the slightly softer floor. Someone tosses a pillow my way, and I wedge it behind my back, trying not to wince.

      A unanimous decision is made, without any consultation, and the two nearest lounges get picked up and moved over. Creating enough space on the floor for everyone to join me, in various positions of stretching out, or leaning back on the low coffee table or the glass of the window.

      Killian sits. He’s favoring his arm, and he rests the thing in his lap much like I do with mine in the sling, but the serious expression on his face has nothing to do with his own pain.

      “Some triunes that are around long enough have developed specialties,” Roarke begins, because knowledge is his thing. “Powers that they can use as a team. We spent decades together and developed a few specialties before the call drew us to the White Castle. We try to keep them to ourselves and we’ve never needed them in the arena before.”

      He’s using his normal-person voice, not a tinge of allure to it, but the way it settles inside me makes me shimmy across the floor. I can’t quite label what’s motivating me. I’m not in terrible pain, but I’m not pain free either. It’s almost desire, but not lust. I stop trying to work it out.

      He’s sitting half-cross-legged, his shoulder against the window and one arm behind himself for support.

      Everyone stops for a moment, watching me. Seth even has his head cocked to one side, as I slip into Roarke’s arms.

      He lets me, moving his arm out of the way and his legs to either side of me. Once I’m nestled with my left side against his chest, he wraps an arm around me. His fingers brush my hair back, and little white spots dance through my vision. Just little ones, not the mind-consuming-make-me-pass-out full effect of his power. Just enough to ease the ache.

      Pax is looking over my head, his gaze locked on Roarke. He gives his brother a sharp nod, and I feel Roarke nod back.

      “So you used your blast specialty to get through the door?” I ask, and I even sound more relaxed.

      “No,” Seth says. “We used the blast to knock everybody on the sand unconscious, which ended the match and dropped the wards instantly. Apparently, our power is strong enough to go through the wards, though.”

      “Which you guys didn’t know, because you’ve never tried it before.”

      “We know what happened on the sand,” Pax says, waiting for me to look at him before continuing. Eye contact is a good fifty percent of the way these guys communicate. “What happened in that room?”

      “They had a key.” I pause there as a wave of aggression rolls around the room. “Courtesy of Logan. They wanted to know why I, and you guys, exist – then they were going to end that existence.”

      “What did you tell them?” Pax asked, and it dawns on me that this is the information he was after in the first place.

      Not how they got in or what they did or even what they wanted – but what I told them.

      A bubble of frustration floats up into my chest.

      “What could I tell them?”

      With all the punching and the kicking and the pain, I don’t even remember what my sigil-cursed mouth spilled out.

      Roarke starts running his hand over my head, stroking my hair – patting me. The soft rhythm actually helps me focus, but I still can’t remember.

      “Logan isn’t in the castle anymore. His triune was sent to their first trial straight from the arena. The dignitaries knew we’d come after them, and they didn’t wait to see our reaction,” Roarke says softly.

      “But what about the others?”

      “Gone,” Pax says.

      “Gone?” My voice is a weak echo of his.

      “Gone,” they all say, every single one of them, almost in complete unison, and I feel the syllables bounce around inside me with relief.

      There’s a moment of silence, some kind of silent conversation unfolding in the room while I take a deep breath and let the fear of a repeat attack subside.

      “Does she actually know anything?” Seth finally asks.

      “Who knows what she knows? She has a habit of hearing things,” Pax says.

      “I don’t think I said much. He hinted that he thought I couldn’t lie, which put all kinds of ideas in my head. I’m pretty sure everything I said was the same kind of crap I’m always saying.”

      “But you can’t remember?” Pax asks.

      When I shake my head, a very little shake of my slightly numb head, his gaze lifts to Roarke’s.

      “She’s pretty beat up still, Pax,” Roarke says.

      “But she trusts you now.”

      “It’ll probably knock her unconscious again.”

      I groan, interrupting their private conversation, because anything that involves trust with these guys also involves pain, or hard work, or hard work that leaves you in pain.

      “I knew I shouldn’t trust you.”

      I straighten away from Roarke and feel the throbs and aches return as he releases me. Seth reaches across, his hand sitting flat against my shoulder – pushing me back into his brother.

      The pain isn’t instantly gone, Roarke clearly has to do something that involves white dots and sparkles filling my vision, and Roarke doesn’t move. Just sits like the backrest on a chair. Seth also doesn’t take his hand away.

      “Just listen,” Pax says.

      It’s pretty clear that we’re involved in a whole-body version of a staring contest.

      And no, I’m not ready to just listen just yet.

      “What would you all do right now if I tried to run?” I demand.

      “You can’t,” Killian deadpans.

      He’s taken a small knife from his boot and he’s twirling it, the blade making a hole in the rug.

      “Not the point. What would you do if I tried?” I pose the question at all of them, but Seth’s specifically in my sights because he’s the one currently pressing me back into his brother’s chest.

      “Let you?” he asks slowly, a hint of acknowledgment in his tone, because it’s a trick question, and he knows it.

      “Then why are you holding me down?”

      “Because I can,” he says, but he lets me go all the same, and I push myself up to the balls of my feet.

      Half crouched, ready to get up.

      “Because you need to listen,” Pax says, and the word need is laced with the bone deep tones of his alpha status.

      It makes me pause and swallow hard. Unable to get to my feet. “You need to tell me what’s going on before I really freak-the-chuck out!”

      My chest tightens, breathing becoming a little hard, and I start to calculate the ways in which I could get from here, to Pax, and punch him in the face, when the guy also pops from a sitting position into a crouch. The fingertips of one hand on the ground, supporting his weight, as he leans forward like a predator making a point.

      Roarke’s arm snakes around my waist, then picks me up and pulls me back to press hard against his chest and practically sit in his lap. I can feel the tension coming off his muscles, but the more overwhelming power in the room is rolling off Pax.

      His eyes begin to glow golden right where the color meets the pupil.

      “We can’t wait any longer,” he says, the words mixing with the beginnings of a growl deep in his chest.

      Roarke lowers his lips to my ear.

      “You can trust him,” he says.

      He could make me do whatever it is Pax wants. Pax could make me do it for that matter, if he goes complete Alpha on me. They could have in the stables when Seth ended up trying to kiss information out of me, but they didn’t, and since then I’ve managed to practically burn the skin off Killian’s arm because everyone wants to know something. Something to do with me and whether there’s more to us being stuck together than a potion gone bad.

      I square my gaze off, looking at Pax with as much intensity as I can muster and then fake a bit more just for good measure.

      “Let go of me.”

      “If I do, there’s every chance he’s going to pounce on you,” Roarke says, pointing at predator-Pax, eyes glowing, hair darker than usual, and definitely in pouncing range.

      But as he speaks, he relaxes his grip, him and Seth both giving me my space.

      So I do the only not-sane thing a girl could possibly do.

      I pounce on Pax, pushing aside the way the broken parts of my body sear with pain.

      My initial thought is that maybe I can knock him over and knee him in the balls, but in mid-air I realize two things. That I bloody trust Pax, which is the absolute only reason I would have the guts to take him on. And that he’s way too agile for me to knock the man over.

      His jaw tenses for half a second, then he moves. Wrapping an arm around my shoulders, he twists, and pulls me down to the ground. I grunt as I hit, the dull pain in my head turning its volume up. He’s leaning over the top of me, one arm around my shoulders and pinned underneath me, the other supporting his weight.

      “What did that achieve?” he asks, his tone heavy with the power still radiating from him.

      “Nothing. I just wanted to see how you’d react.” His brow creases a little, but the glow in his eyes doesn’t dim so I add, “How you’d react if I attacked you.”

      He growls. This Pax is not amused.

      “You’re mortal with no weapons and not an ounce of solid muscle on you.”

      Okay, so ‘attacked’ probably isn’t the best way to describe it.

      “If I brought the argument into your territory,” I try again.

      That sinks in, but his eyes don’t dull, they actually flare brighter.

      “You wanted to see if the next thing on my list was to beat the information out of you,” he says, lowering his face.

      He presses his forehead into mine like the contact is somehow calming him. I don’t need it to calm me. Yeah, I’m having a bit of trouble breathing, but somewhere in mid-air something shifted inside me.

      “Pax,” Killian rumbles the warning, which makes me even more nervous about what’s going to happen next.

      “You. Are. Pack,” Pax talks like each word has specific meaning. “You. Are. Mine.”

      Suddenly he’s on his feet and he’s taking me with him. His arm moving to my waist. I’m still eye to eye with him – which means my feet are dangling in the air.

      He turns and passes me into Roarke’s arms, and Roarke lowers me so I can stand. Which puts my back flush against Roarke’s chest, with his hands on my hips, and Pax so close to me that I might as well have my chest pressed to his too for all the gap he’s left. I have to tilt my head back to rest against Roarke’s shoulder so I can look up at Pax.

      Killian and Seth are standing, filling the space we’d created by moving the lounges. I can feel their eyes boring into me, but I’m pretty sure I’m incapable of taking my attention away from Pax right now.

      “Pax?” Killian asks.

      “We’ll deal with that later,” Pax counters.

      “Deal with what?” Seth asks.

      “Later,” Pax snaps.

      I lift my good arm to rest against his chest. I’m not even sure why because trying to make him move isn’t on my mind, but as he continues to talk, the deep rumble of his words vibrates through my fingers, and that could have something to do with it.

      “I can make you answer questions you already know the answers to, but we need to know what you can’t remember. We need to know what happened to you when you were young,” he says.

      “I can lure the memories out from deep within your mind.”

      “And he can take away the pain of it,” Seth adds.

      Killian makes a ‘she can handle it’ grumbling noise.

      “What pain?” I demand.

      “Pulling memories from someone’s subconscious isn’t comfortable,” Seth says, rubbing the back of his head like he’s speaking from experience.

      The room is still, just breathing – which I’m super aware of with Roarke’s chest rising behind me and Pax’s in front of me.

      After another breath I realize they’re all waiting. Just watching me and waiting. I guess that’s their form of asking for permission.

      Permission to do what? Search through my mind with Roarke’s power to try and hunt down long lost information that I probably don’t have, because nothing of interest ever came through Lord Martin’s estate?

      I feel like I need to swallow hard before answering, even though my throat isn’t dry.

      “We need to understand your part in the destruction of our realm before we can understand how to save it, and how to protect you,” Pax says, hooking one finger under my chin. “Say yes.”

      “Say please.”

      “Please,” four voices echo.

      “Yes.”

      “Just listen to my voice then, Kitten,” Roarke says, each word getting heavier and heavier. Like silky tendrils of wine slipping into my consciousness and reaching back into parts of me I didn’t even know existed. “What is the very first sight you ever remember seeing?”

      “The stone hearth in the kitchen when I was about three-years-old.”

      “Anything before that?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Then let’s go right back, remember taking your first breaths,” he says.

      I try to keep my eyes open, but there’s too much pressure in my mind. I close them and look for comfort in the darkness.

      Pain stabs into me, not in my mind where I’d expected it to, but in my soul. I may have just gasped, or it could have been a whimper, I’m not sure.

      My body is gone. My real one. My present day one.

      Gone. Instead, I’m inside the tiny form of a newborn baby. No crying, no screaming, just a little wriggling as I look at the moving things in my new world.

      A small hand – a baby, but not me. One with black hair, but equally as gray eyes. My own hand reaches out and our fingers touch, then I’m scooped up into one set of arms and she is scooped up into another.

      “She needs to recover. I will take baby Ky for a wee walk. You’ll be alright with just one for a moment,” a young woman says.

      “Tamma, don’t leave me with the baby,” the man calls.

      Tamma, the woman leaving the room with the dark haired baby in her arms, chuckles.

      “She’s yours to keep, Haryk. Might as well start now,” the woman says.

      I can’t see much, but I think we’re inside, and I think sunshine is flooding the room.

      “Remember it all,” Roarke says, and this time I scream.

      Which throws me into another memory before I’ve had time to recount the first.

      My legs buckle, and the only thing keeping me standing is Roarke. Someone else’s hands grip my waist just above Roarke’s and I feel a new surge of power spread through me. Pax’s power.

      There’s moss underneath me, and by the feel of it, I’m pretty sure I’m naked. But where the moss doesn’t reach, the ground is paved in a patchwork of grays and browns. Water sings past my head. A dragonfly darts by, stopping for a second to investigate something near my toes. Tiny toes, and yes, I’m definitely naked.

      “Are you sure? Are we trying to kill her?” a woman is asking.

      “I’m not sure of anything anymore. Except that Raefiya sent this message. The child must go into the spring,” someone else says, another woman.

      “What will it do to her? What do you know?”

      “I’ve used this spring in my potions for eleven hundred years. This one is specifically good for separating things, locking things and stopping things and creating things, renewing them, growing them.”

      “That’s both ends of the spectrum. It doesn’t sound very reliable. The variables are pretty big. I can’t tell if we’re killing her or saving her from something, and what if we’ve got the wrong baby?”

      “She is, was, the only mortal to survive being taken as a Saber mate in thousands of years.” As the woman talks, she picks me up and without any fuss, puts me in the torrent of water. “And Haryk-Larsan was the only Origin left in existence. You, me, and Raefiya are the only ones who even know, plus there is no other baby born to those two. There’s no chance we have this wrong. Haryk brought us this babe, something Raefiya saw, something that happened, scared him to us to fulfill this prophecy. We can’t possibly think we know better than they do.”

      The water itself is the perfect temperature, the surface it flows over is smooth and slippery and for a moment I move with it without any comprehension of the danger. Sliding off the edge of a small step before I am spun around. Two women with the straight white hair of the Silvari masters are watching me. Beyond them is a doorway built into the crumpling stone of a mountain side, the water spilling from inside.

      I jolt over another step and sink. Air gone. No warning. Light fading as the current pulls me down.

      Panic takes over my every instinct, and I inhale lungs full of water until the water is completely black and my body stops moving.

      Stops sinking.

      Stops struggling.

      Just watches the blackness and a silver glow as it leaves my chest. The little glowing ball watches me mournfully before floating from view.

      Feeling starts to seep into my actual body, the one being held up by Pax and Roarke.

      “Breathe,” Roarke is saying, and my body is trying to obey.

      The memory is just too heavy. The darkness everlasting.

      Until it isn’t. Until out of the nothingness, there’s a pop of light. It gathers me up, then tugs my subdued body up from the depths and into the air.

      I bob to the surface and somehow float in the narrow space at the bottom of a well. The sharp sensation of cold air forcing my lungs to work.

      My screams echo up against the stones, and my mother’s face appears at the top.

      “What kind of a bastard drops a baby in a well?” she shouts. “Fucker better have run, or I’ll drown her.”

      She throws her legs over the side then starts to climb down. Inching closer to me, always looking over her shoulder. Her auburn hair is just as I remember it, waves and curls. I want to be here, stay here, wait for her and feel her arms around me again, but someone is trying to shake me back to the present.

      “Shade,” Pax demands and everything in me stills.

      I try to hang on to the moments I just relived, but each one slips from my grip.

      There was a sunny house… I think… maybe people were in it… but… wait, in what?

      There was water, I’m sure there was water. Somewhere.

      Were people talking? I can’t remember.

      Then even those details are sharply replaced with a sudden awareness of my limp body, and the tears rolling down my face.

      Like a dream – they all vanish.
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      It takes a while. A fuzzy few hours of the kind of sleep that has me suddenly gasping for air as if I’m still drowning, before sucking me back into fitful darkness. It’s in one of these moments that my eyes snap open and I try to sit up, try, and fail because I’m already half sitting. A sea of blankets and pillows are under and around me.

      Pax’s arm draped across my lap.

      The light outside the oversized window is spilling slithers of apricot and amber into the room. Something is thumping in a tune somewhere. Behind my right shoulder the fire is crackling, and behind my left shoulder Roarke is acting like a man-pillow. A mallow.

      He looks down at me, his cheeks dimpling and a little sparkle lighting up in the corner of his eye.

      “You weren’t supposed to die,” he says softly.

      “I died!”

      There’s movement around the room. The rhythmic tapping sound stops, and I realize the sound was Seth, laying back on one of the couches and throwing one of his balls at the roof, catching it, then throwing it again. He sits up, swinging his legs to the floor and beaming like he just got a free pass to throw the best prank ever.

      The lounges have been re-rearranged, forming an arc around the blanket nest on the floor.

      “I died?”

      “You almost died twice,” Seth says.

      “You stopped breathing,” Roarke elaborated.

      “Makes sense, I think I drowned.”

      “Do you remember?” Pax asks.

      “Please tell me you remember. I don’t want to do that to you again.”

      The memories skitter away before I can grip any of them. Only a few are left. My mother's face – I remember that clearly. The moss and water – I remember where I was.

      “Where’s my book?” I ask, trying to get up too quickly.

      My head spins, my stomach turns, and I fall back into Roarke’s lap.

      “Just go slowly,” he says, lifting me aside so he can move out from underneath me.

      Pain doesn’t wash over me as he moves away, which means his position as my mallow was more choice than requirement.

      Not sure how I feel about that.

      I’m not sure how I feel about the communal watch-Shade-sleep space they’ve created either, or the way Pax seems to need to have his arm laying across my legs.

      Oh, crap. When did I start liking them all this much? All of them. I blame Pax.

      “Here,” Roarke says, holding a book out for me and cutting off the other thoughts rushing through my mind.

      I flick through the pages quickly, helped by the fact that I’d started to rip the picture out and half-ripped pages sit funny in books.

      “There, I was born there. Or somewhere near there.”

      “The Origin Spring? You were born on our side of the border?” Roarke asks.

      I nod as everyone shuffles in closer.

      “You were born on our side of the border?” Pax repeats, his words are slow and deliberate.

      I nod, again, slow and deliberate, then squint against the pain in my head and the thread of conversation that float forward in my mind.

      “Before they drowned me, they said my mother was mortal, but my father was not. But I can’t remember exactly what they said.”

      I tap the picture, trying to pull their intense gazes off me.

      “She still smells mortal,” Killian grunts – as if we need the reminder.

      I’d argue that I still feel very mortal, but instead say, “What does it say?”

      “Good luck,” Seth says, adding a wave toward the book for emphasis. “Silvari only write crap in riddles or lists. That’s not a list – so it’s definitely a riddle.”

      “What looks like stone is living root. What looks like water is living blood. What looks like down can be up. What looks like death can be life. Here grows the one thing that can power them all. When this life ceases to flow, all life will go.” Roarke’s finger traces the page as he reads.

      “That sounds pretty straightforward to me,” I say.

      “What looks like death can be life,” Roarke repeats.

      “Does that mean I didn’t actually die?”

      “I’m pretty sure you died. The no heart beat for three hours thing is pretty serious,” Seth says.

      “I what?” My voice shoots up. Three hours is a long time. “How am I still here?”

      “He’s exaggerating. You had a beat – I made sure of it,” Roarke says, his voice silky. “Your heart is very obedient.”

      I nearly choke, but manage to control myself just enough to say, “Thank you.”

      Explains why I’m in the guy’s lap then. My mallow was keeping me alive.

      “How did you die?” Killian asks.

      The room is completely still. Like they were waiting to see who was actually going to ask me that question.

      “They put me in the spring, in the water –”

      “Who?” they all ask, in their usual ways, which includes several growls and Pax going super tense.

      “White-haired Silvari women. They put me in the water, I sank to the bottom and came back up in a well.” I have to stop for a moment, something dawning on me. “My mother was there. She found me in the well. Only I’m pretty sure babies don’t come from wells.”

      “Wells tap into springs, but I think if the Origin Spring was feeding into a well on the other side of the border we’d hear about it. Weird stuff would be happening,” Roarke says.

      “The well was filled in that day. I mean I always knew I was born beside a well, just not in one… or at the other end of some spring… anyway, the way Cook told it, the men had dug it the week before, and my mother filled it in by hand after I was born.”

      “You should have cowered when you first laid eyes on us. Your cook ran, the servants in the fields watched us with fear even from a distance. The merchant we borrowed the cart from was so keen not to see us again that he insisted we left the thing at the crossroads. You should have run,” Pax says, which is slightly off-topic.

      “That was kind of my fault,” Seth says. “I acted friendly.”

      “It’s definitely your fault,” I say, stretching one lazy foot across to kick him but running out of energy and pretty much just dropping my foot in his lap.

      Seth wraps his hand around it and gives it a squeeze – sending a delicious sensation up my leg. This makes the decision to leave my foot in his care easy. My arm is okay if I don’t move it, my head aches, and my chest is a little sore.

      Roarke fetches another book off the shelf, finding a specific page and passing it across to Pax.

      “The land on the south of the estate borders on Alauthshae. Our Potions Master is in Alauthshae. If Shade saw a Master, then Eydis would be a good place to start asking questions.”

      Pax nods and Roarke snaps the book shut, followed immediately by a knock at the door.

      I don’t move, and Seth, holding my foot, doesn’t move either. Pax gets up and forms a huddle with Roarke next to the bookshelf while Killian goes to the door.

      “You’re welcome,” Seth says.

      And I just look at him – because I have no idea what he’s on about.

      “For intervening, for bringing your mortal ass back into Silva.”

      Back into Silva, the idea swirls around in my head.

      “I’m still me though, right?” I ask, loud enough that Roarke and Pax can hear – because I’m ninety percent sure Seth has no expertise in the knowledge department.

      “We don’t know,” Roarke says. “You resisted me a few times. Not full, but just a little.”

      “And you resisted me in the cart,” Pax says. “Just a little.”

      “Plus you got in here, past the wards. Still not sure how you did that,” Roarke says.

      “And you like that guy,” Killian says, pointing at Seth. “That’s not normal.”

      Killian pushes a cart full of food trays into the room.

      “That hurts, bro,” Seth says.

      He gives my foot a squeeze then rubs his thumb into the ball of it. The spike of something blissful that shoots up my leg is so sudden that I yank my foot away on instinct. His face lights up with a satisfied smile, like that was the whole point. It reminds me of kids poking each other just to find a ticklish spot. Only that was so much better than a childish tickle.

      “Being stubborn is pretty normal for me,” I say, crossing my legs because this conversation is more important, right now, than falling down one of Seth’s rabbit holes.

      “But,” Roarke begins, sounding as if something just occurred to him. “You didn’t even blink at being in front of Lithael. Pax makes the servants uneasy because of his power, but a DeathSeed feels like death. No matter how noble it is to be serving to the Crown – he still should have scared the shit out of you.”

      “He did,” I mumble, taking this moment to fix up the way I’m sitting and finding that the little bit of pain shooting through the break in my arm is a welcome distraction.

      “Food,” Killian says.

      Which Pax and Roarke take to mean, ‘pick up that table and put it in the middle of the nest.’

      Darkness has fallen outside, and I don’t need to be offered steaming hot, dripping in gravy, cuts of meat twice.

      “I’m getting us something to drink,” Seth says, launching himself off the ground and toward the door.

      Killian makes a ‘me too’ grunting sound, abandoning the cart.

      Pax and Roarke settle the low table into the middle of the blanket and pillow nest.

      “Right now if any of us need to go any further than shouting distance, we go together,” Roarke explains. “We’re safer together.”

      Then he leaves with them.

      Which leaves me, and I’m staying in the comfort of right here, and Pax, who takes over the task of laying trays of food on the table.

      Me and Pax.

      The guy simultaneously intimidates me and fascinates me, so I hunt around my list of topics I really need to bring up and throw the biggest one out there.

      “What happened to your parents?” I ask.

      “My parents?” His head tilts a little like he’s trying to judge my motives.

      Without meaning to, I just asked a double-edged question, and I feel instantly embarrassed.

      Whatever happened to Pax when he was about my actual age in mortal years, not that he looks or acts any older, boils down to his parents and something that happened to them – or because of them, before he was adopted by the Crown.

      “I’m sorry, your second parents – your bonus family. What happened to your Crown?”

      He releases the tension that had built across his shoulders and sits down exactly where he is, which is on the opposite side of the table. In my direct line of sight. I’m good with that.

      “Crowns can sit at the head of the council for a thousand years. Seeing the change of our ruling order is pretty rare. Lucif took his place on the council before we were born, and to get that place he’d been slowly destroying our realm, though no one at the time could prove it. Several council members died or disappeared. The Black Castle was in turmoil. But in the end everything happened so quickly. Lucif being exposed, Mother confronting him.

      “He manipulated the council into putting a Return Seal on every one of us. The Elorsin tetrad used to spend most of our time at the Black Castle, right beside the council and our parents, but the Return Seal means we’re forced back here.”

      “I don’t understand, wouldn’t they want more protection?”

      “A triune was caught trying to kill a council member, making the Sabers a liability. The Black Castle is guarded by the grimm now, and lots of them – one of many moves that has cemented Lithael in power. He brought them through to defend the Crown and restore order and at first it truly looked like he was trying to do exactly that.”

      “But you didn’t believe him?”

      “Never, but the only one of us who could get past the grimm and into the castle was Killian. He took the sword blows meant for our mother, but he couldn’t deflect the magic.”

      “He shielded your mother with his face?”

      “With his whole body.”

      “From Lithael.”

      Pax shakes his head, pulling apart a piece of broccoli so he can eat just the inside stalk.

      “The whole family. Killian killed Lithael’s son, Kuornos, and the sixteen other triunes loyal to Lithael. Triunes who were supposed to be on various missions around the realm, but had somehow managed to get the Black Castle,” he says, his jaw clenching and almost cutting off the last two words.

      He had thought his mother was safe. Had thought the new seal system was neutral, that all of the triunes had been sent away. I wonder what kind of power it took for them to disobey the seals, all the way from here to the Black Castle, only to be too late.

      Pax doesn’t let me voice my new questions, and I know I’d feel like a jerk if I denied him the opportunity to finish his story. Painful stories shouldn’t be interrupted.

      “Lithael told the story that he had killed his father and his only son to defend this realm. He was holding his son’s dead body – it was convincing, and enough members of the council believed him. The grimm – as scary as they are – obey the Veil Queen and she is neutral – or she was. Now they obey Lithael. Lithael’s father was close to mother, almost raised by her the same as we were, and it wasn’t much of a leap for him to be handed the Crown by sunrise the next day,” he says, his syllables dripping with anger.

      Goosebumps rise on my arms.

      “Wait, I’m confused. Is Lithael’s father your father?”

      He smiles at me softly as he says, “We live for more than a thousand years. Most of us chose to wait until we’re a few hundred years old before having children and even then our bodies will allow between one and four children. So four generations of Sabers, at least, all look about the same age to you mortals. My mother adopted Lithael’s father – Lucif – like he was one of her own, but that was well before she took in any of us. We ate at the same table every full moon and that’s about as much as Lucif, or his son Lithael, and I ever interacted and Logan and his sister, Kyra, grew up in the Black Castle like they owned it well after we were locked in here at the White Castle.”

      “And now they rule it?”

      “Now Lithael rules it, and the Council is in his pocket.”

      “But he killed his own father?”

      “Lucif – he was the beginning of all of this. Castles falling and the other DeathSeed families dying out. Lithael killed his father and his son, and that move proved to the Kingdom that he is the only one strong enough to keep the people safe, even if he has to keep them safe from his own family.”

      “But you were there, why didn’t you kill him? You’d be powerful enough.”

      “Did you see the necklaces he wears?”

      “The small jars?”

      “Each grain of sand in those is a soul. DeathSeeds have the power to do whatever they want with the souls. DeathSeeds were actually good people, guiding the dead to the afterlife, helping those who died in battle or trauma to find peace enough to continue on their journey. If we break those vials and the sand spills out, all of those souls will be released back into this world. Silvari souls aren’t like mortals. We don’t become shadowy ghosts; we become balls of pure energy, and everything we go near is affected by our power. There are some really good potions to disperse the energy, move the souls on through the Veil if they don’t move on themselves, but we’d need a few million of them for just one glass pendant.”

      “He was wearing six of them. So we’re pretty much screwed then. Why doesn’t he just kill you guys?”

      “He can’t for many reasons. One of them political, keeping all appearances of protecting us is the only thing that keeps the half of the realm who don’t want him in power happy. Kill us, and he gets a civil war.”

      “War sounds better than leaving him in power.”

      He shakes his head as he gets to his feet, moving to a stack of clothing on the writing desk. He carries them over in one hand, holding out his other for me to grab. Getting myself up off the ground isn’t as easy as I thought, but once I’m up, he holds out the pile to me.

      “These aren’t servants’ clothing,” I say, because the majority of the pile is black or dark shades of gray, the same kind of soft linen clothes that the boys wear.

      “We challenged Logan to bring four triunes into the arena. Lithael has been pitting triunes of every power combination against us for years. It’s time he knows exactly how powerful we are.”

      “Wouldn’t he know after Killian faced off with all those triunes to defend your mother?”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t know what he saw, but he believes our mother’s soul eliminated them.”

      A lump forms in my throat, pieces of the story lining up in a way that makes me nauseous.

      “And then?”

      Pax shakes his head, short and sharp. No words leaving his mouth.

      I fill in the gap, his mother’s soul went into a glass pendant.

      “Keeping your powers a secret sounds like it was a smart move. Revealing that secret to purchase some clothes sounds like a stupid move.”

      He shakes his head, a smile on the corner of his lips.

      “We won the right to remove your soot-status. The first pentad,” Pax says so very softly.

      My insides literally freeze – stuck – not even the flicker of an electrical impulse that might pass as brain activity.

      “You four were already the first tetrad. Why would you mess with that by making me officially your biggest weakness?” As usual, my mouth doesn’t need a functioning brain to blurt stuff out.

      “We aren’t the first tetrad. We’re just the only one in existence at the moment. We can’t predict when we’re going to get an opportunity to leave and we’re not very good at sitting around and waiting.”

      “So you decided to mess with things instead?” I demand, not because I’m not awed by their decision – or because belonging isn’t in my top ten wish-list. But because number one in that list is staying safe. Being their servant was safer than being considered a Saber for all political purposes.

      I can’t fight!

      His expression hardens in response to my reaction. His jaw tensing a little, a frown pulling at his lips, a stillness pressing between him and me.

      “I didn’t expect they would agree, and it wasn’t particularly about you. Lithael is going to have to react in one of two ways. He’s been holding an iron fist on the Sabers since he came into power but he can’t fight us openly. He can’t bring a physical fight to the White Castle, we have a deal, but the rest is a game to him. His political control on this realm revolves around mind-games with the dignitaries that hold power and fear amongst the Silvari. The Silvari need to think he controls everything, and the dignitaries need to believe that every move our Crown makes is for the better of the realm – that there is something worse deteriorating our world, and that the Crown is part of the solution.”

      I swallow every bit of joy that was bouncing around inside me – because of course, they didn’t actually risk their lives just because they like me – and break down the cold hard facts.

      “By breaking…” he keeps talking, not even noticing me. “…the Saber mold, we’ve undermined everyone. Taken some of Lithael’s persona and walked it through the mud. Forcing Litheal to either uphold their rule – which will make every Saber question him. Or he upturns the dignitaries’ decision – which will make every dignitary in every institution across the Kingdom question their Crown.”

      “Or he could just kill me.” It’s the obvious choice, and it’s exactly what I expect him to do.

      “We won’t let that happen,” he says, his tone soft again, his expression full of emotion.

      The door cracks open, and voices waft in.

      “If the guy says no, he probably means no,” Roarke is saying.

      “I thought that meant ‘I want to see you try’,” Seth counters.

      Seth comes in first, carrying half a wooden box. The other half has been burned or blown to pieces. Glass bottles chink softly inside. Roarke next, already with a bottle opened in his hands – a clear bottle with a blue liquid inside. Killian last, also sipping on something blue.

      “We weren’t your decoy,” Killian says.

      “We’re always his decoy,” Roarke counters.

      Seth puts the box on the edge of the hearth, the edge away from the heat and the flames. When he straightens, he’s right beside Pax and I. He reaches for the top item on the pile of clothes still in Pax’s hands, but I smack him away.

      “No arm-pit shirts,” I say.

      He actually smiles. “Good, I was hoping Roarke wasn’t the only one you were going to curl up with.”

      “I thought you didn’t get jealous?” I don’t want to point out that Roarke has a certain ability that’s very appealing for a girl in pain.

      Seth has a massive ego, but surely there’s a point where it bruises, and I’m not in the mood to find out.

      He takes the clothes off Pax and presses them into my chest, saying, “You can use my room.”

      “Please use a room,” Pax says in his low, warning tone.

      I snatch up the clothes, and they move out of my way.

      “If there’s a chance something in me is Silvari, does that mean you can all stop freaking out about –”

      “No,” Pax says sharply.

      “You’re mortal,” Killian adds.

      I turn around. “Then what was the point of risking your lives in the arena?”

      “You’re our mortal,” Killian says, walking into his room and closing the door behind him.

      “That doesn’t make sense! You’re stuck with me, for now, and there’s a whole ton of mysterious crap that we are going to have long and deep conversations about as soon as we’re out of this castle, but all of that could have been done while I was a soot-servant.”

      “You want to be a servant?” Seth asks, his head cocked.

      “No,” I snap back. “Yes. No.” I have to take a deep breath before I can get my words in order. “I like knowing where I stand. I like knowing my role in things. My role with you guys is to not get crushed by a bubble until the bubble is gone, then –” I almost say ‘then I’m out of here’ but three sets of about to be pissed off eyes bore into me.

      I give up on that argument, because it’s bloody crazy anyway, and head for Seth’s room.

      His room is unexplainably clean. Like immaculate. Bed made and all, with a little blue throw rug across the bottom and matching blue cushions on the black covers. His room is on the outside of the suite and has a window pretty much facing the same direction as the one in the lounge room. Castle outbuildings below, then dark forest stretching out toward where vibrant red cliffs let of a slight glow, reflecting the moonlight on the dark horizon.

      I pull off my destroyed servants’ clothing and slip into the new stuff. Perfectly fitted – too perfectly fitted. Either one of them is really good at guessing or measurements were taken while I was out cold.

      Starting with a tight fitting black singlet. I throw a decidedly female gray shirt over the top of it. The way it crosses at the front shows more cleavage than I would have been bold enough to flash on the estate. And lastly, a pair of black cotton pants that are so soft to the touch that for a long moment I just stand here and rub my hand up and down my own leg.

      When I emerge, three sets of eyes spend far too long appraising me – for guys who have actually seen me naked.

      Pax bloody frowning. Roarke scanning every inch, and Seth with one eyebrow tweaked in mischief.

      Killian is the only one who doesn’t turn from his seat, so I beeline to his side, sliding in between him and the window.

      “New clothes,” he gruffs.

      He wraps an arm around me, picks me up, and deposits me in his lap.

      “Wow, okay. New level of personal space invasion.”

      “Eat.”

      “Drink,” Seth adds, passing a bottle of blue stuff across to me.

      “What is it?”

      “The daer flower, slow fermented over five hundred years,” Seth says, looking rather proud of himself for bringing it into my life.

      “Try it,” Roarke prompts.

      Pax lets out a grumble, like he might be about to object, but all three of the guys eye him and whatever he was going to say he lets slide. It was probably something to do with the ‘no more wine’ rule. But I think I’ve earned a drink.

      I pop the cork from the bottle, letting out a spicy-sweet smell. The liquid is warm on the tongue, heavy on the throat, and leaves a slight burning sensation in the stomach. I’m about to say that the stuff’s foul when the burn subsides, and my tongue is left wanting more. I gulp down a few follow up mouthfuls.

      “Easy,” Killian says, grabbing the base of the bottle and guiding it down to the table. “It’s stronger than Silvari wine.”

      He takes the bottle and replaces it with a small twisted piece of pastry.

      I bite, then ask, “Why’s the box still smoking?” Pointing to the box of bottles that Seth brought in.

      “The bottler has a wicked arm,” Seth says.

      “He punched it?” I ask, but that sounds ridiculous.

      “He threw a lantern at it,” Roarke corrects.

      Killian picks me up and passes me to Roarke, who pulls me into his chest without putting his roll down or breaking the conversation with Seth.

      “Not your pet,” I say, wriggling myself free.

      They all look at me with slightly pained expressions.

      “Is this going to happen every time my clothes get washed? And for that matter when do I get to shove your clothes in my armpit?”

      “Only new clothes,” Pax says. “You can’t wash all the scent out.”

      “Only new clothes,” I repeat, so my alternative here is to take these luxurious clothes off, put my filthy servants gear back on, and let them sit on my new outfit, and I just know my shirt’s going to end up in Seth’s armpit.

      Roarke’s gone back to eating, like whether or not I let him hug me again is of no interest to him. I get up and turn toward Roarke’s room.

      “I’m going to bed – that will work, won’t it? Your bed would smell like you, and the rest of you can respect my space,” as I talk, I walk toward Roarke’s room, then suddenly I make a sharp turn, changing my mind.

      They watch me leave without any arguments, just a low rumble from Pax. Instead of going into Roarke’s room, I head for Seth’s. For one thing, Roarke just had thirty seconds of man-handling me time, so my clothes already smell just a little like him, plus Seth has a window, and I’d like to watch the view. And Seth’s bed looks terribly comfortable. I shut the door behind me. None of the guys have moved and only Pax was still watching me.

      Seth’s room is calm and inviting.

      There’s a stash of paper and pens on a shelf, but no pictures on the walls. Almost makes me want to ask the guy why the supplies but no art – but not right now.

      His bed cocoons around me, and I take a second to push some of the pillows off and pull a cushion across to support my arm, before gazing out at the lights in the tops of the very distant trees. Why are there lights in the trees?

      It takes all of three seconds for my eyelids to grow heavy, but I resist, just enjoying the silence, the calm, the darkness and the view. Nothing like an apple cellar on the estate.

      The door clicks open, flooding the room with the soft chatter of the boys. That’s when I realize my eyes are closed. With the gentle sound of wood settling against wood, the door closes again.

      “I can’t do it,” Pax says, his lips already beside my ear, behind me, on the bed, so either he did his super speed thing, or I dozed off. “I’ve been sitting out there trying, but I can feel you in here, muffled by the scent of seamstresses and servants.”

      “They’re just clothes,” I groan.

      He slips under the covers.

      “Then you won’t mind me wrapping myself around them.”

      “They’re on me.”

      “Then you won’t mind me wrapping myself around you,” he says, but even though he’s under the covers, right behind me, he doesn’t come any closer. “The clothes will stay on.” His deep voice has just a hint of desire laced through it.

      “Fine,” I say, trying not to purr with the contentment flooding through me as he wraps his arm around my waist and molds himself to me. “But I’m not Roarke’s kitten, Seth’s puppet or your property.”

      “But you are mine.”

      “No, Pax, I’m mine,” I mumble out.

      “I need you to be mine,” he whispers; I think.

      I don’t know – I’ve sunken too far into sleep to be sure.
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      The door bangs open, exploding light into the room. I sit up, hair falling over my face and my arm throbbing with pain – not intense-might-cry pain, but enough to make me gingerly settle it in my lap.

      “What is it?” Pax asks, slipping from the covers next to me.

      He was still here?

      He straightens the long-sleeved black shirt he’s wearing and runs a hand through his short hair – which barely looks messy after sleeping.

      Roarke, who wasn’t sleeping, is now standing in the doorway with his hair pulled back in his ready-for-anything style. His gaze fixes on me, on my messy hair actually.

      “Boots on,” he says.

      There’s someone else in the lounge room, a tall slender woman with the kind of straight dead-white hair that gets my heart racing. I scramble out of the bed, trying to pull my fingers through my hair and force some control into the stuff, but failing.

      The lounge room has been restored to some order, a pile of pillows left in the corner by the hearth, like a mini version of the nest that was there, and the lounges shifted slightly so they all have a view of the fire.

      Killian’s still staring at the woman, she’s looking at me, and Pax is staring at a piece of paper. Seth is nowhere to be seen.

      Roarke tosses something at me, which I completely miss and have to fetch off the ground. A hair tie.

      I stretch the elastic out on my fingers – but I don’t even try to use it, I know I don’t possess any one armed hair-tying skills. He walks the long way around, taking the tie back off me and taming my blond mess with practiced proficiency.

      “She’s just a child,” the woman says, stepping forward.

      Not a hint of something menacing in her movements. Her eyes are delicately almond shaped and peach-colored, and her lips are raspberry red. She’s smiling at me too, a little curious smile.

      Without even looking up, Pax holds his arm out in the gap between her and I.

      “This is for an unknown threat along the northern border and it’s for a week. That’s not long enough,” Pax says, it’s almost a question.

      “Means we can go straight to Eydis,” Roarke says. “And we can push a week by a few days even before the seal dissolves. Longer after that if Seth doesn’t expand a stupid amount of energy again.”

      Raspberry-Lips hasn’t tried to push past Pax’s barrier, but she’s still scrutinizing everything about me. Taking two glances at my face. Then tilting her head at my waist, and a few long moments inspecting my bare feet.

      What’s wrong with my feet?

      “Boots,” Roarke orders.

      My boots are beside the door, next to Pax’s. Everyone else is already wearing theirs.

      “When Councilor Muinthel mentioned a woman, I hadn’t thought –”

      “Jada, leave it,” Pax says, though the gentleness to his tone says that these two have history, and he respects her.

      “Muinthel, I heard she succumbed to black-lung disease?” Roarke cuts in.

      I take the opportunity to move to the far corner of the room, which happens to be the front entrance, and the location of my boots.

      Putting boots on with a broken arm is an equally difficult task, but I struggle in silence; drawing more attention to myself right now is on the bottom of my to-do list.

      “She might look and act the same age as you, but she’s a few hundred years behind, and she’ll be dead in thirty more.”

      I am planning on living past that – long-term goal.

      Short-term goals come first. Survive the bubble. Survive the White Castle. Find a Potions Master with a bubble-dissolving potion, and then figure out the rest.

      I don’t want to play pity party and start running through theories on what these four guys need from me, exactly, and whether I’m going to want in on whatever their plans are. But this woman is right – born in Silva or not, something just slightly unusual about me or not, the logic is that my prospects include conflict, pain, and these guys being glad when this bubble comes down, and I can stop encroaching on their space, their pain-relieving abilities, and their sense of smell.

      Not a pity party – just the facts.

      “You boys are going to break her,” Jada, Raspberry-Lips, says.

      Fact.

      “Whichever one of you loses your restraint first,” she says, her full attention on Roarke.

      Maybe not a fact.

      “Mortals aren’t playthings, boys.”

      “That’s what I keep telling them,” I mutter, which of course they all hear.

      “There’s more to it than that,” Pax says, still scrutinizing whatever is on the paper.

      He holds it up for Roarke’s opinion.

      “That’s what Muinthel said, along with the message to get out of the castle by midnight. It might have something to do with Lithael being on his way here now,” Jada says.

      “Why is Lithael on his way here – exactly?” Pax asks.

      I get the impression he has a few options on his mind.

      “A mixed sex pentad with your… pet… might have something to do with it,” Jada says.

      Killian growls, but turns away and keeps himself busy. An odd sense that he respects the woman and is deliberately not getting upset over the pet comment.

      “This is signed by Muinthel, Saralyn, and Rami,” Roarke says. The woman nods very slowly, and Roarke continues, “This order was issued thirty years ago.”

      “Twenty minutes,” Killian cuts in, obviously that’s enough talking for him.

      Two seconds in his room, and he’s emerged with a packed bag and his sword. Given the guys had already pulled on their boots, and it was clear the minute Roarke woke me up that we’d be going somewhere. I’m surprised Killian isn’t already wearing his arsenal.

      He straps his big curved blade to the front of his belt, then starts working on fitting a travelling cloak around his shoulders.

      “Where’s Seth?” Pax asks, as if just realizing the room is short one brother.

      “Coming,” Killian says. “Maybe.”

      Now it’s Pax’s turn to take an interest in everyone wearing boots.

      “You didn’t stop him?”

      “We were giving him five more minutes,” Roarke says.

      “He went for a long toilet break,” Killian says.

      Pax’s eyes flash with a golden ring around his black iris – the beginnings of fury.

      “Someone’s got to tell me what’s going on.” I pull myself to my feet and look directly at Roarke, because Killian and long explanations just aren’t a thing, and Pax might snap if I push him for details.

      “Eighteen minutes,” Killian says.

      I don’t get an answer. Instead, the suite bursts into action. Pax shoves the paper into the woman’s hands and disappears into his room. Roarke practically runs into his own room, and Killian is adjusting the position of a large bow and a crap-load of arrows on his back.

      This is the assignment that will get us out of the White Castle, but it feels a lot like a lingering trap.

      “Fifteen,” Killian says.

      It doesn’t matter what I think – we’re going, and we’re going now.

      I dash for Seth’s room, stopping sharply when fingers wrap around my good wrist. Female fingers.

      I spin around to face Jada. She’s taller than me and her nose is way too perfect.

      She holds out a rolled piece of paper. “Muinthel had a message just for you.”

      I take it, then back away, confused and conflicted. I wouldn’t exactly put her on my can’t-wait-to-get-to-know-you list, but she is the first Saber, other than the four brothers – but let’s not forget, they practically kidnapped me from Lord Martin’s in the first place – who has information and wants to share it.

      “Twelve,” Killian says.

      Jada turns, obviously not expecting me to read it now. We don’t even have time to read it now. I flatten the rolled paper, fold it in half, then in half again, and stow it securely in my pocket.

      “I’ll put the seal on in the stables. Ravaryn has your horses ready,” Jada says.

      I pull Seth’s bag out of the corner of his room. Unlike the others, his walls aren’t lined with weapons, just a sword and a dagger sitting on top of the bag. I push those off, using my teeth to hold the bag and using my good hand to pull the zipper. Then I wrestle my clothes, still strewn under his covers, together and shove them into the bag. I am not going anywhere without my clothes.

      I hoist the bag onto my shoulder and meet them all in the lounge room. The woman is already walking out the door and Pax is just pulling his last boot into place. Roarke straightens his cloak and looks me over.

      “No cloak,” he says, annoyingly stating the obvious.

      “No time,” Killian says.

      I ignore all of that and wave a hand toward Seth’s weapons. “Someone’s going to have to get his pointy things. I’m all out of arms.”

      Killian makes a half-chuckling noise, but it’s Roarke who grabs the weapons. I block him before he can pass me and escape through the door.

      “My book.”

      “I already have it,” he says, taking the bag from my shoulder.

      “Let me carry you,” Pax says, which Roarke must have anticipated.

      “I can walk.”

      “Not quickly enough,” Killian says, and he’s gone.

      Roarke, too. I practically roll my eyes as Pax wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me in tight. My back to his chest. My feet an inch off the ground.

      The halls, the stairs, the training fields between the castle and the stable are all gone in a blur. How these guys manage to fight with the fuzz and haze of moving like that is beyond me.

      When we stop, which is sharp and sudden and kicks the breath from my lungs, we’re at the far end of the stables. There’s a gentle glow of lamps around us. The double doors open wide to a narrow track and six horses ready to go.

      Pax lets go of me, and I stagger forward a few paces before I have my balance, while he turns to survey our surroundings and the notable lack of Seth.

      “I can’t put this seal on without all four of you,” the woman is saying, followed by hushed words between Pax, the woman, and Ravaryn.

      “We need Seth,” I gasp, a sense of urgency growing inside me.

      He has to get here, now, or I’m going to start freaking out.

      “Is she worried about Chaos?” Killian asks, looking over my head at Roarke.

      “One of the perks of a ChaosSeed, Kitten. His power is so hyper-tuned in to self-preservation, it’s annoying,” Roarke says softly.

      I turn to glare at him, but his eyes are gentle, calm. Like he knows something I don’t – and I try to follow his lead, to squash my fear for Seth, because the truth is Roarke knows lots of things that I don’t.

      He walks a short gray mare over to me. “Ever ridden?”

      “Not on my own.”

      His lips press into a line, which he tries to hide.

      “You hold on, I’ll lead the horse,” he says.

      There’s not really any other choice. They’re all wearing swords, and several other kinds of weapons, plus their cloaks, plus big bags strapped on top of the saddlebags on the backs of their horses. I need to ride my own damned horse.

      The short mare stands docile. Just waiting. I need to get on it, and that’s another one of those things made awfully hard by having a broken arm.

      “Crap. Okay. Help me up?” I ask, gripping the front of the small black saddle with my left hand.

      I pull my right in close, hoping not to hurt it too badly when I fall off this animal.

      Roarke keeps a hold of the horse, and suddenly Killian has his hands on my hips – then my weight in the air. Sitting me on the animal.

      “Hold on,” Roarke says, his tone serious.

      I’m holding on about as tightly as my hand can handle, and we haven’t even gone anywhere yet.

      Is it possible to be out of breath just from sitting on a horse? Because that’s exactly how I feel. Not that I’m specifically afraid of the horse, or the height, or the way its back sways slightly as Roarke moves closer to the Saber huddle and tugs us along behind him. So maybe it’s everything else that’s happening around me right now that’s starting to make breathing really difficult.

      “What’s going on?” Seth asks, running around the corner of the stables from the outside.

      His cheeks are flushed, his eyes wide, and there’s a bounce to his step that all means trouble.

      “Seal. Now,” Pax says.

      Seth throws his hand out, no questions. The other three do the same, all of them presenting their palms to the woman, one over the other, like a hand-stack, with Pax’s on top. She scrunches the paper up into a tight ball and smashes it into Pax’s palm in much the same manner as the wooden token was smacked into my head.

      There’s a pop of light, and all four of them growl in pain.

      I bristle, pulsing with the need to break this up. Dive on them, separate them from her, run my horse into them, anything.

      Which is stupid – because they can more than protect themselves, and I’m not even sure what I’d be protecting them from. The light and their pain are gone before I can blink – or act.

      They mount their horses in a flurry of cloaks and there’s the distinct echo of hooves on slate as the animals grow restless under their riders. Pax leads the way. Then Seth. Roarke and me, then Killian.

      “You know this actually works to our advantage right?” Jada says. “Master Eydis’ domain is the perfect location to send the Elites. The Elites were part of your plan, right?”

      Pax is frowning, but he nods like he actually agrees. None of this feels like we have any kind of advantage.

      “Send them to me,” Pax says, turning his horse in an impatient circle.

      “I will, but it’ll take time. I’ll ride to the north. Lithael will be travelling from the east. You need to head straight for Master Eydis,” Jada says, swinging herself onto her horse’s back.

      That’s it, she doesn’t say anything else. Just races off down the road that skirts around the castle.

      I watch her for as long as I can, turning in the saddle to look up at the castle. Its solid glass layers, walls so white that they even shine at night, and way up the top, the hint of a structure in the shape of a teardrop.

      Then there’s an explosion. My already unsettled heart rate loses its shit as flashes of light shoot into the sky from the eastern side of the castle.

      “Seth,” Killian grunts.

      Roarke lets a laugh lose and Pax actually smiles in the direction of the pure destruction.

      “You’re welcome,” Seth says.

      “What did you do?” I gasp.

      “What Chaos always does,” Roarke calls.

      “I didn’t actually make anything explode. I did put three horses in the bottler’s office, and the guy does keep lanterns in the same room as his pure liquors. Something must have been knocked over to a beautiful effect. And I didn’t even know we needed a decoy.”

      The guy actually chuckles at himself. Impressed.

      “You never need to know,” Pax says, a rare moment of approval clear in his tone.

      He looks back at his brothers, checking everyone is ready, before nudging his horse into a hard gallop.

      “Hold on,” Roarke calls back – to me.

      Oh, crap.

      He lets loose an excited whoop, and without any more conversation, we’re off. Moving like our lives depend on it down a rough narrow track. The wind rushes against my face so sharply that my eyes begin to water, but with the thump-thump of the horse, and the way it’s taking everything in me to stay on, there’s no chuckin’ way I’m letting go of the saddle to wipe away the moisture.

      The pitch darkness of the forest folds around us and soon the sounds of panicked Sabers and even more panicked servants vanishes.

      Just night. Our horse’s hooves pound against the darkness, and my breath catches sharp against my throat.

      Job one – get out of the White Castle – done.

      Job two – get rid of this bubble…

      I know I have to get rid to the bubble, but do I want to?

      Pax is only just visible at the head of the line – which feels a little too far away.

      I order myself to do two things, the first is survive, and the second is to stop admiring the power around me. People are about to chase us down. Lithael is on his way here, probably to kill me, and I’m on a horse, holding the saddle for dear life – I should not be perving on these men. On their confidence, their strength, their badass silhouettes riding into the night.

      Shouldn’t, but am.

      Not sure I can stop myself now.
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      The bottler’s office is in ruins, the ground covered in still warm charcoal that crunches hard beneath my boots.

      Uncle Lithael clears his throat and I clasp my hands behind my back and fall into step behind him. Just like I did when I was five and he told me I would rule the world – me, and not my useless sister.

      I will rule them all.

      Too stupid to pass the trials? Who needs trials? Who needs a triune?

      And one by one I’ll watch them struggle, shrivel, and die while I devour the mortal realms.

      With a wave of his hand and a deep, blood-curdling growl, Uncle slices through the Veil and opens a rip to the other side.

      “Go,” he growls. “They are too strong right now. I will send others to hunt the Elorsins and discover who this girl is. You find your sister.”

      The perfect plan – after the mess she’s left me to deal with. Taking down this castle should be her job, too.

      I nod in agreement, stepping through the Veil and into the screams and pain of the dead.

      It’s about time we began playing some of our cards. The willing Sabers at our disposal. The destruction along the border. The very first prophecy given to my Grandfather when he was just a boy.

      My uncle intervened with our trial, removed us from the task. But I will be stronger than them all – once I destroy my enemies.

      It’s about time the Elorsins realized who I am destined to be. My grandfather will make them kneel – then I’ll cut their heads clean from their necks and bathe in their blood.

      My uncle will approve of that.

      Grandfather Lucif, the cold bastard, was never proud of me – but the rest of the world will fear the man I can be.

      And the girl, the soot, she was fun.

      I think I’m going to keep her for myself.
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