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        To those who have learned to forgive the ones that have wronged you.

        To those who have been betrayed and learnt to love again.

        This is for you.
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      I watch my grandbabies as they play. They’re so young and carefree, they don’t deserve to be burdened in the way I’m going to burden them today, but it is time. One of them must be the carrier of the secret our family has kept for years. I can feel my life coming to its end, the downside of foresight. It also means I know the terrible paths laid before my babies, the pains they could suffer if they make certain choices, but I cannot intervene. I also know that by telling them, that whichever of them keeps the secret tied to them by magik is going to have a darkness inside of them that they don’t understand, and chaos will follow them wherever they lead. My experience of being the secret bearer brought me such happiness, but it was always tainted by the darkness, even before I knew I held the secret. It tore me in two until it unveiled itself. That’s when I remembered, being told the same thing by my grandfather with my twin sister. He didn’t know which of us would be left with the burden either, but he withered away not long after, as if releasing the secret released him from his inner turmoil.

      “Hey babies, how about some lunch and story time?” I call out to them, their laughter warming my heart but increasing the guilt churning in my stomach too.

      “Yay! Grandma’s story time! I bet I can get there before you, Emmy,” Edimere squeals as they take off running across the grounds towards me. I crouch down and open my arms that they dive into when they reach me. I wrap my arms tightly around them and hold them close. They’re too young, but this is their burden to carry, their brother is to be the King, he has burdens of his own to come.

      “Come on, let’s see what Lenetta has got us sorted for lunch, shall we?” I take their small hands in my own, and bring them inside to the sun room where I asked Lenetta to lay us out a mini picnic. Edimere dives forward onto the blanket while Emilia, my quiet shy girl, stays by my side tucked into my skirts.

      “Grandma, are we eating on the floor?” She looks up at me with those big beautiful blue eyes, so much like her mother’s.

      “Yes Emmy, we are. I thought a picnic would be nice, don’t you think?” She looks pensive for a second before nodding and sitting down gently opposite her brother and they start to pick at the food before them, Edimere taking the crusts from Emilia’s sandwiches because she hates them and he thinks they’re great. They are so alike in so many ways now, but I already know that so much is going to change for them. My heart lies heavy in my chest at the thought of the perils that sit before them. They’re only five, they have their whole lives ahead of them, I only hope they make the right choices and avoid some of the paths before them. I know that this world will steal their innocence, it is the way of the Fae, they will not get to be children for much longer, I just hope a spark of this happiness stays with whichever of them ends up as the keeper.

      I sit between them and just listen to their babble while they eat, talks of balls, horses, war, and marrying princes. Things that seem so magikal to them, even though they are Royals themselves. They have not been exposed to the world that awaits them fully yet, poor Erion carries that curse. I only hope that he finds the happiness I know is waiting out there for him.

      “Are we all done?” I ask when they just seem to be picking at their food rather than eating, and they nod to me. “Right, so how about story time?”

      They lay down on either side of me, their heads in my lap and I run my fingers through their soft hair. “So, to start the story, I need you guys to help me. You need to repeat exactly what I say, okay?”

      “Okay,” they each say excitedly.

      “Perfect, so repeat after me. I am the one of original blood, the keeper of the origin, the guardian of its magik. I swear to guard the secret with my life, and protect the balance. Bound by the blood of Elf, Fae, Angel, and Demon, I accept the knowledge bestowed upon me. May I keep the secret hidden until it is time to be revealed.” I pause between each sentence giving them chance to speak. Their little voices say the words I ask of them, and my heart breaks as I feel the magik draw from me to wash over them, knowing that they won’t remember this, so whichever is cursed with the secret won’t understand the darkness inside of them until it is necessary for them to remember.

      “Well done you guys, that was brilliant. Okay so, story time! Once upon a time, before the world as we know it, the Fae and the Elves worked together, but the Fae were sad and envious of the Elves because they got to play with magik, and the Fae didn’t have very much. The Fae worked for the Elves and helped keep harmony between the Angels and the Demons. Then one day, the Queen of the Fae, a brave girl called Eleanora, decided that the Fae had paid their dues to the magik users and should be gifted with magik too. Her people had suffered and fought alongside the rest of the world, helping keep the humans on their side of the veil, keeping peace with the Demons, and it was time to be rewarded. So, Queen Eleanora travelled across the lands of Eressea, and across the narrow oceans to the land of Shani, the journey was long and perilous, and many of her beloved guard perished on the journey. They were attacked and robbed, by the Demons and Elves alike, all because they had little magik to fight back with. Once Queen Eleanora arrived at Silalnor, the city of the Elves, with only her main guard—who would become King Tristin—she requested a meeting with the high council. Because of her peoples’ hard work, and the unfortunate treatment she received on her travels, they were granted a meeting.

      Queen Eleanora and Tristin waited weeks, while unbeknownst to her, in her absence her people were being attacked by the Demons. Men were killed, and women were ravaged, making the Fae people hate the Demons. When Queen Eleanora and Tristin were finally able to meet with the council, she laid out the case for her people to be granted access to the origin of power, as reward for everything they had sacrificed and given up for the other races. There was much argument as each of the other races would need to sacrifice a small part of their power for the Fae to be able to access the origin and be granted more magik. The agreement was made, and King Balin of the Elves set a date for a week later for them to travel to the origin keeping place to make the exchange.

      In the week of waiting, news reached Queen Eleanora of the plight of her people, and in secret she married Tristin, to help strengthen her claim to her crown. After their marriage, the two plotted a plan to not only gain magik for their people, but to get revenge on the Demons who had hurt their people so badly. Tristin returned home to Eressea to help their people in the fight back against the Demons.

      Queen Eleanor met with King Balin, Michael the highest of the Angel Order and Luke, the King of Hell. The four travelled for twelve days to the secret place of the origin. King Balin started the magikal ritual to cast a small portion of magik back into the origin so it could be gifted to the Fae. He entered six drops of his blood into the well of the origin, and passed the ceremonial blade to Michael and Luke who did the same. Once the blade was passed to Eleanor to mix her blood with theirs so that her people would be accepted by the origin to be gifted with the magik that they had sacrificed, she cut Luke deeply, taking more of his magik than he was willing to give, incapacitating him, and then quickly added her own blood into the mix, so that her people would gain more powers from the Demons, making the Demons the weakest of the four species. The ritual completed and the High council were furious with Eleanor, but unable to reverse the effects of the spell as Eleanor held the well of the origin and the ritual blade. Queen Eleanor explained about how the Demons have been ravaging her lands since she left, and that this seemed the best punishment for the ones who take advantage of their powers. She announced that her bloodline were the most untainted by magik, and so they would be the keepers of the well, its whereabouts unknown to the others to avoid the Demons rising up and terrorizing the world again, before handing the ritual knife back to King Balin.

      Because of the Demons’ betrayal of the Fae, Balin and Michael agreed that the punishment would be fitting considering the Demons constant fighting and abuse of power. Despite Luke’s protests, the agreement was struck. Queen Eleanor arrived home to her lands, and the destruction caused there. The Demons, weakened by their lack of power were overwhelmed as the Fae fought back, unfortunately the damage the Demons had caused was already done. From this attack, the Hunters were created, and as a punishment to the Demon race, they were given lives of servitude to pay for the sins of their fathers. The deal was agreed by Queen Eleanor and Luke as a final restitution for the wrongdoings of the Demons. Demons after this almost disappeared from existence, and the Hunter race became more powerful than expected due to their Fae blood, so Queen Eleanor made another deal with King Balin to bind the magik of the Hunters so that their Fae blood didn’t feed their power. The deal meant that Queen Eleanor’s blood line would be cursed with the knowledge of the origin, and that the Fae would never know how they got their power, so that no others could take advantage of the well.

      Our family are the direct descendants of Queen Eleanor, and now one of you will be the one to carry this secret. The origin is hidden, deep in the depths of this palace. Only the true heirs of Eleanor are able to find the path and are granted access to the resting place of the origin. One day, when you need it, you’ll be able to find it, but when you do, you must, under any circumstances, keep the location hidden from everyone, except for the next chosen pair who will be given the burden of carrying the secret.”

      “Is that true, Grandma?” Emilia looks up at me with wide eyes.

      “Don’t worry, Emmy, I’ll carry the secret so you don’t have to,” Edimere tells her patting her knee.

      “Really? Can he do that, Grandma.” She looks at me with such hope that I just nod and smile. I don’t have it in my old heart to break her hopes.

      “Oh good, I hate secrets, I’m not very good with them.” She breathes a sigh of relief and hits me with the biggest smile. “Princesses aren’t meant to keep secrets anyway. Princesses look after their people, they are kind and just, just like in my story books. Keeping secrets isn’t very nice.”

      “Can we go play again now please, Grandma?” Edimere asks, already on his feet.

      “Of course, my loves, but you know the rules. A hug is payment for playtime.” He rushes me and squeezes me before running back out into the garden, closely followed by his sister. I only hope that they stay this close, that he protects her from our cruel and brutal world. Emilia isn’t of this world, she’s gentle and kind, unlike any other Fae child I’ve seen. I worry that this world will break her, it will make her into someone she was never meant to be. I sigh as I feel the magik leave me, neither of them indicating if the magik affected them, so I will never know which of them is destined for this burden, not even my gifts grant me that knowledge. I sit back on the lounger and lift my legs. I can feel my life slipping away from me, and after this many years, I am ready, I just hope my babies are the ones to find me. They brought such joy back into my life in these last five years, a tear slips from my eye, knowing that my parting gift to them is a curse.
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      I take a deep breath and look in the mirror. This is the day I’ve been waiting for my entire life, but now it’s here, I don’t know if I want it. Heavy lies the crown, I always thought it was the weak that used it as an excuse for their failures, but now I know it to be true. My father raised me to be a King, a soldier, a man ready to do whatever is necessary for my people. What he couldn’t foresee was that Emilia would be the woman sitting opposite me, being the perfect counterbalance for the cruelty he instilled in me. She is the perfect other half of me, my soul mate. My fated one.

      Everybody is looking at us, to be strong, to lead, to get us through what is to come. To join forces with the Summer Court as my father arranged, but with half of the Summer Court scattered to escape the fight that is coming, the weight sits firmly on my shoulders to make things right for our people alongside Erion as the new ruler of the Summer Court. Today I take the crown, and I take the throne, with it everything that comes with the responsibility they carry, but with Emilia at my side to anchor me, my fear lessens about what we are going to face.

      “Studying your pretty face pretty intensely there, brother.” Rohan enters the room and clasps my shoulder in his hand. He may be younger than me, but these days you can barely tell. He almost matches me in height and size, and the darkness I tried to keep from him lingers behind his eyes. “Did no one tell you today is meant to be a happy day? The happiest of your life,” he winks.

      “Just making sure my beautiful face is matched in equal beauty by this bright and shiny outfit,” I laugh with him as I pull at the high collar of my white shirt and jacket. He’s wearing the same thing I am, but his is blue instead of white, and I’m sure he feels as ridiculous as I do.

      “You ready to be tied to one woman for the rest of your life?”

      “I’ve been tied to her my entire life already and you know it. Emilia bewitched me long ago, though I have to say our journey has taken a much different path than the one I imagined originally.”

      “Oh, I know. You are one lucky man, and the important thing is that you got here in the end. I know these last few weeks have been hard, saying goodbye to Father, dealing with Mother spiraling out of control, trying to just keep going, trying to not disappoint anyone, and help our people rebuild and mourn while keeping them safe. It’s been a tall order, but you’ve shouldered it well big brother. He’d be proud of you. He definitely would’ve gone about it differently, but you’re not a cold as he was.”

      “There’s still time.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short. And if you happen to stray off course, I’ll be here to kick your ass back on the path.” He knocks my shoulder with his and graces me a small smile.

      “You know we’re not meant to talk like this right? If anyone heard us, they’d accuse us of spending too much time with the women in our lives.”

      “Maybe they’d be right but fuck them. If I want a sappy moment with you, then I’ll damn well have one. You ready to go out and face your adoring public?”

      I take a deep breath and nod, the gold buttons and accents of my suit and robe catch the sunlight as we move. “Let the games begin.”

      I push the door open and walk through the halls of the palace. My Palace. The weight of the responsibility that is about to officially be mine bears down on my chest, making breathing that little bit harder. Rohan stands beside me, shoulder to shoulder as we wait outside the lower doors to the ballroom. I can hear the people from here already, as they filter in taking their seats, the society climbers wanting to see how they can get their hooks into us, the little family we have left at the very front, and then we’ve opened up the rest of the seats to anyone who wants to be here. The amount of security here is incredulous, but it is needed considering the threat that still exists beyond these walls.

      I touch the sword at my waist, there more for decoration than use today, but I feel better with it at my side. I should be happy right now, excited, but I can’t help the foreboding feeling in the pit of my stomach that tells me something isn’t right. The doors in front of us open to the side of the alter in the ballroom and a hush descends across the hall. We take our places, me front and center, with Rohan behind me and to the left.

      “We are here today to witness the crowning of our new King, and to join him with his new wife,” the master of ceremonies’ voice rings out across the room, clear and crisp. “We have seen much sorrow in recent days and we have much to rebuild, loved ones to grieve, justice to seek, but this day is the start of a new journey, of a new path. One of happiness, prosperity and love. A look to a new future, with peace on the horizons. Where we honor the old ways, but embrace the new path we are lead down. That new path starts here today, with the joining of our Courts, and long may we prosper.”

      The string quartet starts to play, and I smile inwardly, of course she picked this song. It was a favorite of hers years ago, the one I taught her to slow dance to before the first ball she was allowed to attend, since neither of her brothers would. I wait as the music plays and the doors open, but the person I see there isn’t the one I want to see.

      Erion rushes down the aisle to me and pulls me aside, and the people stir, their voices rising.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask amid the noise of the chapel.

      “It’s, Emilia. She’s gone,” he tells me quietly.

      “What the fuck do you mean she’s gone?” I stare at my old friend, trying not to let panic overtake me. To not let it show that anything is wrong.

      “I mean, no one can find her, her room is empty, and no one has seen her. It’s like she disappeared from the palace. I’ve already had the staff check the palace and the grounds twice. She’s not here,” he tells me, I can see his well-hidden panic and try not to let it feed mine.

      “Take a few of my trusted guards and go and search the towns nearby. Someone somewhere has to know something. I know you have your own responsibilities to get to with Summer Court, all things considered, but we need to find her. I will look after things with everything until you return.”

      “You’re right, I do have things I need to do there, like a burial for my parents and my own coronation, but she is my priority. I can’t lose her when I only just got her back. She’s my little sister.”

      “You took the words right out of my mouth. We’ll tell people she’s unwell, keep this discreet until we know what the hell is going on,” I tell him. “Once I finish up here, I’ll come and find you.”

      “Are we going to tell Rohan?” he asks as he looks over at my brother who looks at us questioningly.

      “Not yet. Take Bray, the head of my personal guard, with you. He’ll pull the best and most trusted guys. They’ll be discreet but thorough. And make sure to tell Cybil the truth, she’ll manage the staff. Other than that, we tell no one for now, we don’t want to cause any more animosity.” He nods and leaves, grabbing Bray, who looks to me for confirmation. They leave and I hesitate before I go back to my mantel. I hate the power I have, so I try to use this part of it so infrequently, but she’s gone and I know I have to try. I close my eyes and reach out to her mind.

      Emilia, can you hear me? I feel the magik reach out and search for her, but when I feel close, it’s like I hit a wall, like she’s blocked off from me somehow. Emilia, I don’t know if you can hear me, but I’m coming for you, and I’m not giving up. I will find you.

      “Sorry about that, it seems that my bride has been taken with illness, and can barely stand. Must be all this cold on her summer body.” I laugh. “Let’s proceed with the coronation for today, please, and once she is better, we will have another celebration.” I plead with my eyes for him not to question me.

      “Of course, Your Majesty.” He turns to the people gathered his with us and graces them with a kind smile. “Slight change of plans folks, nature can’t be helped. We’ll be crowning our King today, and then off to the ball afterwards.”

      Murmurs carry around the room, but the master of ceremonies takes a breath and begins, and one of the most important moments of my life passes me by in a blur. I murmur the words, barely paying attention to my surroundings. She may have only been back in my life a short while but even when we were separated, a ghost of her stayed with me. Her not being here right now throws me more than I could ever have imagined. The thought of not finding her, of never seeing her again, isn't one that I want to dwell on.

      I take a seat on the throne before me and stay steady as the master of ceremonies places the crown upon my head. The weight of it is significant, perhaps more now than before, because of everything I have to face without my mother or my father. Looking out to the people before me, those that are relying on me, those who think and believe that I will be the one to change things for the better after the tyranny of cruelty from my father and the other Monarchs alongside him. With Erion at the helm of the Summer Court, it is my hope that so much can change. That the old ways of war and one-upmanship can be a thing of the past. That the cruelty that the higher classes has inflected can cease. I’m not stupid, I know it won’t happen overnight, but if we can further the de-escalation between the Courts, and show harmony from the top down, I know that I can do it. It is what Emilia always wanted, she was the one to open my eyes to the fact that things don’t have to be this way. She was my light in the dark, my shining beacon when my father’s teachings shrouded me in shadow. A world like she always wanted without her isn’t one I even contemplate. I will find her, if it’s the last thing I do.
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      As I travel through the towns surrounding the palace into the city that borders with where some of the Hunters have seized, the sights devastate me more than I could have ever possibly imagined. The death and destruction that lines the streets I am meant to protect, it is humbling and condemning.

      I failed in protecting my Court.

      The Hunters surprised us all. An attack like this would have taken a lot of strategic planning and intimate knowledge of how both Courts work, so how no whispers of rebellion made it to the palace… especially with as talkative as the lower Fae can be.

      Erion and I will have to look closely at those around us to discover who could possibly have been working with the answers, because there is no doubt in my mind that they would have had help. Not only to release those who were in the cages, but to infiltrate the palace guard with such accuracy.

      I dismount from Shadowwind as I enter the outskirts of the city. A young man, though I say that sparingly, he can’t be older than seventeen, wonders the streets, his clothing torn, his face dirty, and no adult to be seen.

      “Young man, where is your family?” I ask, and he turns, startled as if he had not noticed us here.

      “Your Majesty, I apologize. I did not see you. My family are dead, my home is gone. The Hunters burned it all. I was not home when the attack happened, I was still making my way back from the front lines. Now I have nowhere to go and no one to turn to.” He says it with such detachment that my heart breaks for him. The toll of the war followed by this attack has devastated and traumatized my people more than I could ever have imagined. My rage burns within me at the thought that this could have been prevented if only my father and the Summer King could have put their pettiness aside long ago.

      “Where will you go now?” I ask him, but his eyes just look vacant.

      “I have not thought that far ahead. I am just trying to see which of my friends survived. I will think of myself later, once I know that they are safe. There is nowhere for those of us who have lost everything, so for now I will just do what I have done best the last few years of my life, and that is fight through regardless.” His quiet selflessness and strength spark within me. There must be more that we can do that we have not thought of. I turn to Lex who is behind me.

      “We must use the space on the palace grounds to find a place for all people to stay but have nowhere else to go. Call upon the Autumn Court for food, water, and other supplies needed. Create centers in each town and city to help those who require it. The centers will have beds for those who require them as well as creating a place where we can get a list together of all those who have fallen in these attacks.” The young man who was before me has gone into the distance, I can see him helping another man to lift the debris of what was once he's home while he removes the belongings that remain. I never would have thought that so many could be so devastated within such a short amount of time. The houses around the palace were probably those least affected as the Guard were able to reach them first. It makes me wonder where the patrols of guards were for the rest of my people, and I make a note to myself to speak to the captain to find out exactly what happened.

      Lex heads back to the palace while the rest of my men dismount and join me as I head towards the young man and the man he is helping to offer our assistance. The day is long, and the work is never-ending but we have helped as many as we could on this day. I have helped rebuild houses, bury the dead, and tear down what was left of peoples’ lives whilst they try to find some semblance of happiness in the things that remain. It occurs to me that the divide between classes of our people has gotten worse than I had ever noticed, and for that I will feel more shame than I believed possible. When the sun has set, we head back to the palace with people that we have collected, who have nowhere else to go. The journey is long and we collect even more people on the journey back, but knowing that I can do something for these people rather than just feeling helpless about everything else sparks something inside me that I hadn't realized I had lost. A hope. That things can be different, and that my dreams and hopes for our people are not out of reach.

      We arrived back at the palace and I can see that Lex has been busy. Tents cover the side rounds of the palace, some with symbols of beds, others with the symbols for food and showers. I nod to my men to ensure the people with us get situated as I head back inside to deal with whatever chaos is waiting for me.

      The front doors of the palace open as I reach them, and the entire hall is a body of movement. People carrying supplies out to the tents outside, injured people lie and sit on the floor next to what looks like a medical room where I can hear the murmurs of healing filter through. I head to my office for a moment of respite, away from the chaos and the sadness of the people in our kingdom. The fact that so many have been able to cling to the smallest of things to keep their spirits up in spite of everything inspires me, and yet I can't find it within myself to be happy with anything without Emilia here. I know that she would be proud of what we have done today with the start we have made to make the lives of our people better. Though I know there is so much more that needs to be done, and the work has only just begun.

      The door to my office opens and Lex enters the room. “Cade, we have made a start with what we have and I have reached out to the Autumn Court for further help. I have also sent people to the Summer Palace to start there what we have started here, though considering that they have no current leadership, things may be slower over there. Erion really needs to head back for further progress to be possible.”

      “Once he returns, he will go back to the Summer Court to take his rightful place as king. But we can continue with progress for now while he is searching for Emilia, we must do as best we can to ensure the survival of both Courts. It's paramount that all of our people see that both Royal families are willing to do what is necessary for our people as a whole, rather than just for those of our Court as it has always been. Tomorrow we will go back out and venture past the borders and into the summer territories, we will do what we must, with what we have until Erion is back.”

      “As you wish. I will make sure that the Guard have what they need to make sure there is no issue on the palace grounds with the people that have gathered here. Is there anything else you need for tonight?” he asks, looking as tired as I feel.

      “No that is all for tonight. Remember to take care of yourself, my friend. We all have only so much energy after everything these last few weeks. I have a feeling that more is yet to come, and we must be prepared.”

      “No need to worry about me. My people do not require as much rest as yours, our magik is closely tied to the Earth. It recharges in a way that it is not like the Fae who manipulate the elements rather than becoming one with its true magiks.”
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      I pace back and forth in my office as I wait for Erion and Bray to return. Their message came in yesterday morning announcing that they would be back today. It’s been two weeks since they left, two weeks that I’ve had to put on the mask my father taught me to wear so well. To lie to everyone around me and act as if everything is fine while I do what is expected of me. Make decisions about how to deal with the rebellion, deploying our already weathered soldiers to try and protect our people, calling on the other Courts for help, organizing relief for our people who have lost their homes.

      This, and a dozen other things that deserve my full attention, but all I can think about is that I don’t know where she is, or why she left.

      She wouldn’t just leave, not without saying something at least. We’ve been through a lot, more than anyone our age should have to live through, but I know Emilia. This isn’t her style. She wouldn’t leave without a word.

      Not after everything.

      I’ve tried to use my power to reach out to her each day since we were meant to marry, and I can feel her there, just out of my fucking reach. It’s enough to drive a man insane, and my Court have had long enough under the reign of a mad king, so I’m distracting myself with the things that I have control of.

      I wonder how my father would have dealt with the rebellion of this kind. The Hunters made up nearly half of the numbers in our guard, as well as the guard for the Summer Court. Along with the number of Fae that they gathered to their cause, we have no real idea of their allies, their strongholds. The numbers we do have are staggering, and while we are still working out the full count of the dead to get an estimate of their forces, it pains me to know that we probably don’t even have a fraction of the information we need. Information we need before we can even begin to plan how to take back the land that they have taken, and to ensure the safety of Eressea.

      I had no idea that the Hunters felt so betrayed by those who ruled them. The fact that so many Fae fought on their behalf, makes me wonder if that is truly why they fight, or if that is just another distraction.

      The door opens and halts my thoughts. I look up and find Cybil hesitating in the doorway. “Your Majesty, I…” she pauses as she enters the room and closes the door.

      “What is it, Cybil?” I sigh taking a seat behind my father’s large dark desk. “And please, still just call me Cade, you basically raised me.”

      “As you wish, it’s just, I think I might have found something that might be relevant to your… current situation.” She wrings her hands as she speaks, I’ve never seen her so off kilter.

      “It’s fine, come on,” I encourage. Anything she might have found is another potential piece of the puzzle.

      “Well, I was searching Emilia’s room yesterday, to see if there was any evidence of where she might have gone, and I found her crown hidden under her bed. I gathered it up and I noticed there was something off with it. I touched it to see what it was, and then a small while after, when I was still in her room looking for something else, I fell into a deep sleep.” She looks around the room, as if scared. “It was as if I was drugged. And all I can think is that the crown, the extra piece, it was poisoned. I think your Emilia may have been taken.”

      “Where is the crown?” I ask, trying to contain the rage bubbling inside of me, it is not Cybil who deserves it.

      If someone has taken her, hurt her… I don’t care who it is, I will wipe their existence from this world without hesitation. I will scour this realm and the next to find her.

      “I put it back under her bed, I didn’t want anyone to know I’d found it. Only a few people had access to that crown.” I can see the toll that the knowledge of this has already had on her, the tired lines on her face deeper than usual.

      “Thank you for letting me know, I’m sorry you were hurt in the process. Go, rest. Even if the poison put you out, you’ll need to rest while you recover.”

      “Of course, anything. If you need me, you know where to find me,” she says with a tired smile and leaves me in silence once more.

      The door barely closes when Erion enters the room looking tired and dirty, followed by Lex. “What the hell happened to you two?”

      “We have been all over Eressea, at least the parts that aren’t currently held by the Hunters. We couldn’t get past their defenses without people realizing there was something wrong. We haven’t found even a trace of her, so if she’s still here, she must be in their territory.” Erion sighs as he sits in the chair opposite me, with Lex following suit, while Bray remains standing by the door.

      “You don’t think she would have gone back to them?” Lex asks, and I glare at him.

      “What do you mean, gone back to them?” Erion asks, his eyes bouncing between us.

      “I mean, that your sister was in a relationship with one of them before she came here. Rumor has it, that’s why she was sent here. She left when the fighting started but returned,” Lex says, his tone unwavering, like he didn’t just punch my old friend in the gut with his words.

      “She would never…”

      “She would. You know she never saw the differences the way the rest of us did. She sees the best in everyone, it’s her biggest weakness,” I tell him with a sigh. “But no, I don’t think she’s gone with them. Cybil found something this morning. Emilia’s crown. Hidden under her bed, though I’m assuming it rolled under there. It contains traces of a sedation poison. I think she was taken. And the people who had access to that crown were few,” I tell them, trying to keep my voice steady and not show just how fiery hot my internal rage is that someone around us could have done this.

      “You mean, the person could be in the palace?” Erion asks.

      “We should speak to the jeweler,” Lex adds. “He’s going to be the best person to start with. If it wasn’t him, he’ll have a good idea of who handled the crown before it reached Emilia.”

      “You’re right, I will speak to him first. Erion, my friend, I’m afraid we’re at the point where you need to go back to the Summer Palace and take your place there. We need to deal with this rebellion while we search for Emilia, but we can’t do that if you’re here. I’ve sent relief to Avaenora, but assembling the people without someone who they know and trust has proved to be a challenge. We’re basically set up here and both the Spring and Autumn Courts have sent supplies to help, but structure is needed over there. We have laid the ground work to match what we have put in place here, but your people are too proud to accept our help without your input. We’re at a point in Ringa where we can start to rebuild, and our injured are either healed, or are going through that process. Our soldiers have been healed, and those who wanted to continue with their service are filling the gaps in the guard that were left behind by the Hunters.”

      “While I want to argue, I know you’re right. I dropped in while we passed through, and the whole of Avaenora is basically still chaos. I’ll go back, help with the relief effort there, sort the Royal bullshit, make sure our soldiers are back and have homes, and deal with any traitors I find in the mix. What a fucking headache. Can I take Bray with me? I know it’s unusual, but he was great while we were out, and if you trust him, I know I can trust him since we have the same goal.”

      “Sure, he’ll be the best person to keep communications between us as it won’t seem suspicious either. If you need anything else, just reach out, but while you’re gone, we’ll keep looking into the crown lead. Now go and clean up. Lex, if you can go and see the captain and make sure he has what he needs to recruit any more people to the guard while we have them here? I have a feeling the next few weeks are going to be trying, even if we find Emilia quickly, we still have everything else to deal with.” I sigh and they stand, leaving me with my own dark thoughts once again.

      I'm not sure that I have everything I need to do this. I never realized just how hard it would be to separate what I must do and what I want to do. If I had the choice, and I was a free man, I'd leave all of my responsibilities behind and I would go and find Emilia no matter what the consequences. But I find myself in charge of not just my Court but I must also help Erion with rebuilding our entire land. The devastation to our cities by the Hunters is worse than I would've ever expected. Our people have lost so much, yet stay so strong, and I have to put them first, but I can't get the fact that Emilia is gone out of my mind. She plagues my every waking thought, and it is hard to be who I need to be without her here. My father would probably roll in his grave if he knew my priorities, but he also never really knew true love. Knew how it could consume you, and make everything else seem insignificant.
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      The Royal jeweler is apparently in hiding, or at least, he’s nowhere in this palace. I’ve had Lex and another of my guard searching for him for half a day, and regardless of the size of this place, there aren’t that many places to hide. I feel like I’m missing something obvious, something under my nose. There was nothing before Emilia disappeared that made me suspicious, and that frustrates me even more. How could I not have noticed? How could I not see that someone close to us wanted to hurt her. Hurt us.

      I try not to think too much about her being hurt, my rage would level cities at this point, so I’m trying to keep a lid on it as much as I can.

      “Your Majesty.” I stop my stalking down the hall towards the main entrance of this place and look up to see a very nervous stable hand, almost shaking before me. I guess news of my worsening mood is spreading around the palace. I try to lessen my scowl.

      “How can I help you?” The edge to my voice is nothing I can control, but I’ve managed to lessen the bite I had earlier.

      “I heard that you are searching for the jeweler… He’s my cousin, sir, and I just… I heard my mother talking this morning to my aunt, saying how he was taking a trip. I didn’t think anything of it until Ella, the cooks’ hand, mentioned that you were looking for him. I’m sorry I didn’t come to you sooner.”

      “That’s quite alright. Do you know where he was going? Or when he intended to leave?” I bite out the words. I try to keep my suspicions at bay, but this is too much of a coincidence. I’m going to wring his fucking neck, if he’s lucky.

      “I have no idea where, Your Majesty. I know he usually goes away during the winter, he likes to travel into the human realm and cause a little havoc. I think he is leaving tomorrow. I imagine he’ll be at his home in the city.” He wrings out his hands as he tells me, his voice shaking.

      “Thank you. I’m going to have Lex come and find you. Take him to your cousin’s house, and if he’s not there, anywhere else he might be. It is imperative I speak to him, do you understand?”

      “Yes of course, Your Majesty. I’ll go and prepare the horses for a trip. His house is on the other side of Ringa, close to Avaenora. I’ll help in any way I can. Your family has done more for me than I could have ever asked for, I have a great debt to repay.”

      “If you bring you cousin to me, I’ll ensure you are rewarded well,” I tell him, and he runs off to the stable after bowing slightly. I roar and tear through the palace in search of Lex. I find him in the staff quarters, for those who live here.

      “Lex, I need you to go out. I got news of his whereabouts. The stableboy is his cousin, he’s going to take you to his house, and other places he stays if he isn’t there. The horses are prepped.”

      “Of course, and if I find him?”

      “Bring him back here, whatever it takes. He was planning a trip to the human realm, it’s too coincidental, the timing. He has to know something.”

      “Understood. I’ll have him back here before night falls. If he’s already crossed into the human realm?”

      “Just bring him back.”

      “Consider it done.” He takes off without another word, and I know that no matter what, Lex will bring the man to me. In what state, is all dependent on if he struggles. Lex has saved my life more times than I wish to count, and I owe him a few lifetimes over. He is loyal to a fault, and never fails in his mission. I think being who and what he is fuels him, he has as much rage and sadness buried deep down as I do, and we bonded over that. He found me after wondering around aimlessly for so long after being exiled from Shani, after the Elvish Queen found out that he wasn’t just Prince Darwen’s friend, but actually the bastard son of her husband, and she lost her mind. He came here to search for his mother, a Fae woman who left him in Shani with his father, thinking he would have a better life. Instead of finding her, he found me, and the rest is history. We have fought side by side, hell we fought each other, but he’s as much my brother as Rohan is. I know that no one else trusts him, but that’s because no one else knows who he is, what he’s been through, and considering the typical attitude towards the Elves from the Fae, I can’t say I blame him.

      After everything that happened with Edimere, then losing Erion who had been my best friend for my entire life, I was lost and in a dark place. Lex found me passed out, drunk in a pile of whores, and got me home before anyone else could see me, or worse get news to my father, whose idea of punishment for disgracing the family name was blood. Mine, or that of those I cared about. I’m almost positive that’s why what happened to Edimere happened. Rohan and I had both fucked up, and in his eyes, disgraced the family, even though no one else had any idea. He knew how close we were to the Daarkes. It didn’t matter that it restarted the war as long as he was right, and he felt just punishment was doled out.

      I shake off the memories of that night, they still haunt me, even after everything. To know that I’ve now potentially lost Emilia without being able to give her the world I never should have taken from her, cuts me deeper than my father was ever able to. I sigh, and head to my mother’s wing. She’s had healers in with her round the clock, but still her prognosis is no better. I can’t help but wonder if what is happening is something she saw, and chose not to reveal. I hate to think that way of my mother, but she suffered my father’s wrath more than the rest of us, and living like that changes you, more than you ever thought possible.

      I hear her voice singing out amongst the birds as I approach her atrium, and smile. It has been a while since I’ve heard her say anything other than jumbled ranting. I feel a little lighter knowing that she might be coming back to us. That we might have a little help. God knows I could use her talents trying to work out what the fuck is happening around here. I always hated her particular talents, I got away with nothing, but now that I’m in the position I am, I miss her and her iron will more than I ever thought I would.

      I open the door, and find her watering her plants as she sings, the healers with her, making sure she does not fall, and keeping her calm.

      “Mother?” I say softly, trying not to startle her.

      “Cade? Oh, my sweet boy, there you are. Where have you been? My little birds have been wondering where you’ve been. We have not seen you in so long, we missed you.” She grabs my face in both hands and kisses both cheeks before floating back to her plants.

      “I missed you too, Mother. How are you feeling?” I look to the head healer who smiles at me kindly.

      “Oh I’m fine,” Mother coos softly as the healer approaches me.

      “She is okay for now. We have managed to calm her with sedation, it seems to be affecting her memories. Whatever was making her act the way she was has been lost to her for now. We’re not sure how long this will last, or if she’ll go back to who she was before her breakdown. I’m confident that if she can face what she saw, we’ll get her back, but without knowing what triggered her, it is hard to heal her.”

      “Is there any way to go into her mind and find what she's repressed? There has to be something that we can do because I need her back.”

      “The best thing that you can do for her is to give her time to heal and come back to you in her own time. Rushing her could cause more damage than has already been done.”

      “I do not have time.” I pull at my hair to try and focus on the pain of that rather than the loss of my mother, and my fear for Emilia, but the Winter magik inside my veins spreads out around me, ice coating the floor at my feet. It has been a long time since I lost control of my elemental magik. I need to get my shit under control. “Thank you, make sure you are doing everything you can to bring her back to me as quickly as you can, there are things that need her attention.”
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      known pain my entire life. My parents perfected the art of it, and I thought I knew what true pain was, but it turns out being betrayed by people who you thought you could trust, when they turn their backs on you for no reason, at least not one that you have even a suspicion of, well that shit hurts like a son of a bitch. Physical pain, that I can take. I don’t feel pain like most people after suffering at the hands of my father and his minions. Bleeding doesn’t hurt. It makes me weak, especially when I have no access to my magik to be able to heal myself, but this kind of torture. I thought Lanora’s mind games were good, but Rohan’s ability to make me relive any little thing he wants, that he can dream up, this is what will break me.

      The metal of the door scrapes on the concrete floor of my prison, and Rohan strolls into the room casually as if this is a quick visit.

      “How goes it, dear sister of mine to be? Had any flash backs yet? Memories appear that you thought you’d forgotten?” He bites down on an apple and the juice runs down the skin of it, making my mouth water. I’ve barely eaten since I’ve been here, and I’ve never felt weaker.

      “I don’t know what you want from me, Rohan.” I sigh. It’s been the same routine each time he’s visited me. I try to stop my body from reacting to his presence, but my stomach rolls.

      “You will do, and you will give me the information I want. Even if we have to do this for a year. I have time. No one is looking for you. There is chaos all over Eressea thanks to my Hunter brethren. I’ve got our brothers running around trying to put out fires, and my brother hasn’t even told people you’re missing. Everyone thinks that you have some mystery illness.” He laughs. “Oh, how brilliant that he hasn’t even told me you’re missing, so I don’t even have to lie to his face about it. It’s fucking perfection.” My heart sinks at his words. Surely Cade wouldn’t think I’d leave, not after everything? He has to be looking for me… Right?

      I try not to let Rohan see how his words affect me, but my heart feels like someone just punched a hole through it as the truth in his words hits me. I’ve been here for weeks, and I’ve not even heard from Cade. Surely if he was looking for me, he would reach out to me with his gift.

      Rohan undoes his bottle of water and takes a mouthful before offering it to me, he feeds it to me, so fast that I almost choke on it. I cough and splutter as he pours the water over my face until I can barely breathe.

      “Time to sleep, Emilia,” he almost sings with glee, and I feel myself get drowsy. I know what’s coming, so I try to fight it, even though I know I’m defenseless against his power.
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      I open my eyes, blinking slowly. I take in the scene around me, and I’m in a dark room that reminds me of my parents’ horrendous ballroom, dressed up for one of their terrible parties. I take a step forward and feel the soft material of my dress caress my legs, soft as silk. A cold breeze hits me from behind, but it doesn’t chill me. My eyes adjust to the darkness when I see the people I love, chained to the wall in front of me. The fear on their faces at the sight of me turns my stomach and confuses me.

      “Why are you afraid?”

      “Stay away from us, you monster,” Erion calls out to me, trying to cover his son with his body, but failing. His wrists bleed from his struggle.

      “I didn’t…” I feel so confused. My body moves forward, but it’s as if I’m watching myself all of a sudden. A wicked smile covers my face, and that’s when I see the curved dagger in my hand. “Nice of you to see me for who I really am, brother. You always said I’d enjoy my darkness if I let it run free.” I scream at the images in front of my eyes. Then all of a sudden I’m her, I feel the heaviness of the blade in my hand but I have no control over my body.

      “You were right. The sound of your screams brings me more joy than I ever imagined.” I feel my fire heat my free hand, and I push it against Erion’s bare chest, delighting in the pain, and horrified at the same moment. Erion Junior’s cries reach my ears and I throw my head back laughing manically, and there is nothing I can do to stop the horrors I’m committing.

      “Emilia, stop. This isn’t you,” Cade cries out, his voice hoarse, and that’s when I notice him. Almost naked, and nearly every inch of his body is bleeding or burnt.

      “This is exactly who I am, dear husband, what’s wrong? Don’t like your choice in wife after all?” He flinches as I turn towards him, and my heart soars. Finally they fear me. Finally I am who I was always destined to be.

      “No, Emmy. This isn’t who you are.” Edimere’s voice reaches me from the other side of the room, caged along with my grandmother.

      “You know nothing,” I spit. “You left me. Both of you. Your punishment is seeing what you left behind. Seeing who I became without you.”

      “No Emilia,” my grandmother says softly. “You are more than this, you were meant for more.”

      “I was made for nothing more than this. My destiny is not planned, fate has no designs for me. I am not special, the world doesn’t weigh on my shoulders. I am nothing but this, pain and anger. Pain became my friend long ago, and now I’m sharing that with the people who are supposed to love me the most. THIS IS A FUCKING GIFT.” My laughter rings out around the room, echoing in the emptiness.

      Please don’t do this, I think. Trying to push my thoughts on this version of myself. No matter how much I will my hands to drop the blade, my body doesn’t respond to me, and I’m trapped here, in my head, watching the horrors I’m committing.

      I spin around with my blade out held at Lily’s neck. “You left me too. Watching you die changed me. You didn’t even fight back. Now look at you, a sniveling, pathetic mess.” I withdraw the blade and walk the path in front of those chained to the wall. Cade, Erion, his son, Lily, Cybil. So few people left in my life, so few people to give a fuck about what they’ve done to me. So few people to share my pain with.

      “Emmy, please.” Edimere’s voice rings out, and it’s nothing like I remember. My head shakes and I lose the small feeling of regret that bloomed at his pleading.

      “SHUT THE FUCK UP.” I take my blade and slice through Erion from throat to groin, reveling in the gurgles of his last breathes and the screams that follow. “Who gets to feel my pain next?”

      Emilia, can you hear me? I hear Cade’s voice in my head, but I know that can’t be right. I cling to the sound of his voice, not afraid and thready like the Cade I see before me.

      My body moves towards Cade’s, and I press up against him, kissing his lips roughly. “What’s wrong, husband? I thought my pain was your pain? That my burdens were yours. Are you breaking your oaths to me?”

      “Emilia, I don’t know who you are right now, but you are not the woman I married, or the woman I fell in love with. My oaths were made to her. When she turns up, I’ll keep my oaths of sharing your pain, but this, what you’re doing. This isn’t you.” I scream and rush towards him, and run my blade across his chest, cutting deep enough to maim but not kill.

      I scream out inside my own head. Stop, please stop. I can’t do this. I cry inside my mind but my body just laughs at his anguished cries.

      I hear a noise behind me and turn to see who is there, but I feel the strike on the back of my head and everything goes dark.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I wake up crying, Rohan’s laughter echoing around me. Blood trickles down my face from my nose, but there is nothing I can do to clear it or my tears with my arms bound.

      “Oh, Emilia, how fun it is digging around in your head while you enjoy these wonderful delights. Your inner turmoil is like pure joy to my soul. But I saw her in there you know, your grandmother. Now I know your mother was telling the truth. I just need to find a way to access the repressed memories, and I can stop all of this. If only you’d help me, you’d help yourself.”

      “I can’t help you, Rohan. I can’t give you something I don’t have. My grandmother was there, but so was Edi. That horror show was nothing more than my worst fears, it means nothing.” He roars as he crosses the room and hits me across the face so hard my vision blurs, followed by a punch to my stomach that steals my breath.

      “You will give me what I want, Emilia, or what you saw happen in there is nothing. That is only a fraction of what I can, and will do if you force me to. You have the power here, Em. You can make all of this stop. You can stop all the plans I have in motion to destroy everyone you love, destroy this pathetic little island and everything you hold dear. But until you tell me what I need to know, you’ll stay here, listening to everything we’ve done. All of the lives we take in search of what we want. All because you held out on me.”

      “Rohan this is insane, you’ve lost your mind. I cannot give you what I don’t have. I don’t even know what you’re searching for.”

      “You don’t need to know. All you need to do is open your mind to me, let down your walls. I will find what it is myself.”

      “And what will you do when you have it?”

      “I will make the world right again. I will restore things to how they were meant to be. Restore the order of things. The world we live in is tainted and twisted. Things are not the way they once were.”

      “Nothing you’re saying makes any sense, Rohan. Please, just let me go. Maybe we can work together to make things better, sort out the problems that you have.” I plead with him, but I know it’s useless. He looks unhinged, delirious. Like the smallest of things will break him.

      “Maybe once upon a time I would have believed you, but not anymore. My mother saw what is coming and it drove her mad. She couldn’t accept the rightful way of things. The true order. She isn’t strong enough, but I am. I will be more than I was destined to be.”

      “Your mother? Rohan, this doesn’t make any sense to me. Please, just tell me what you mean. Maybe that will trigger whatever memory it is you’re looking for.” He looks pensive, his drawn cheeks hollow as he sucks in a breath.

      “Master Vasara, the scouts are back,” a Hunter woman says tightly from the door of my prison.

      “Excellent, it seems our time is up for now, Emilia. I’ll be back though. Maybe you should think on what we’ve discussed here today. Maybe, just maybe, next time we visit, you’ll hurt just a little less,” he says with a tight smile, and sweeps from the room, the Hunter woman locks the door and follows him. Their footsteps echo down the stone hall, growing fainter. Only when I hear them no more do I relax, and the sobs take over my body.

      Emilia, can you hear me?

      I laugh through my tears, I finally am starting to break. Hearing Cade in my head. After all this time, I know it can’t be him. I let the tears run freely, letting go of the pain and hurt from today, and from so much more. My parents’ deaths, Lily’s murder, losing my brother, losing the friend I thought I had in Rohan. Not to mention Oberon’s betrayal and losing Cade to whatever madness it is I’m now trapped in. I feel the pain pour out of me until I feel empty. Numb. I ride the waves of numbness until I drift off to sleep.
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      “Emilia.” I am shaken awake, and open my eyes to find an unfamiliar face.

      “Who are you?” I ask dubiously, the only people here are Hunters, and none of them wish me well.

      “I am no one in the grand scheme of things, but you need to be strong. There is more at play here than you could possibly imagine. Even if you remember what the boy prince wants, if the secret was cursed to you, you must protect that memory, the secrets it holds, at all costs. You cannot let him know the truth of it.”

      “If you are here to help, as you imply, then take these cuffs from my wrists,” I plead, hating myself for how weak I have become. I want nothing else than to get myself out of this fucking place.

      “It is not time yet, but know that your time is coming. Help is coming in the most unforeseen ways. You must just hold on a little longer. I need to go, my presence will be felt soon if I do not. Just remember, you are stronger than you think. Everything you have been through was to make sure you were strong enough for this moment. Every path led you here. Trust in your fate, give yourself over to it.” He looks around skittishly. “I must go, stay strong.”

      His voice fades as does the sight of him in front of me until I’m alone in the room again, wondering if what just happened was real, a figment of my imagination, or just Rohan fucking with me. I’m losing grasp on reality, his visions seem so real, and each time I come out of them, it’s harder to distinguish between what was real and what wasn’t. The memories stay with me as if I lived them, haunting me in my sleep.

      But what if it was real? Then what? If it was real, who was he? What was he? Because no Fae I’ve ever heard of has power like that, and I can’t imagine anyone else wanting to help me. If he was real, then whatever Rohan wants must be in my memories, right? Though he said if… my head hurts with the maybes and what ifs. I shake my head and sigh. I have no way to know if it was real or not, I sure as hell don’t trust my own mind any longer. Not with Rohan around. For all I know I’m not even really in this room. The thought sends a shudder through me. I could be so close to home, but this entire place could be one elaborate illusion. Fuck!

      The possibilities whir through my mind a thousand a minute. If this is an illusion, I could access my power. Maybe? Though if this was an illusion, would I know it is? Would I have even thought about it? I groan in frustration, I fucking hate this shit. I never wanted to be that girl. You know the one, the dainty little princess locked in a tower waiting to be saved. Fuck my life I’m a stupid fucking human fairy tale. The irony of it all. I twist my wrists in the cuffs, trying to see if they’re any looser now than when I was captured, god knows my frame has shrunk from the lack of food, but the cuffs feel just as tight now as they did when they were put on me. I try to feel for a weakness, and tug at them until I’m breathless, but if anything, they feel even tighter. My head droops forward, resting my chin on my chest as I wrack my mind for some way to save myself, but I know that I lack in physical strength. I’ve always kept myself in shape, but I’m naturally disposed to be able to fight gracefully, my strength lies in using my power. That is how my father taught me to fight, not with my body, that wasn’t fitting of a princess, and my brothers would never trust a girl with a sword.

      I pull myself out of my downward spiral of regret and decide that whether the man who appeared to me was real or not, I would take his advice. I am strong enough to withstand the worst Rohan can throw at me. If I am meant to be here, then I can survive this. This will not be the end of me, fate would not let it be. Right?
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      I shrug on my suit jacket, and sigh. I feel like I’ve aged a few years in the last few weeks. Between the stress of Emilia being gone, trying to organize help for the entire of Ringa, and working with Erion to make sure that Avaenora is coming together too. We’ve done some, but there is still so much left to do. We’ve barely scratched the surface. I never thought I’d say this, but I wish my dad was here. He might be a cruel son of a bitch, but this is stuff he was good at. People did what he wanted and quickly, he ruled with fear, and it was effective. I’d rather rule with respect, but those two old bastards on the thrones of the other Courts sure are dragging their heels with our requests for assistance. I know that’s something I’m going to have to deal with later, but for now, I have other things to worry about.

      Ringa is basically back on its feet. Ninety percent of the misplaced residents have had their homes rebuilt, and are back home. Those who are still waiting should be back home within the next week, and I will finally get the palace back to business as usual, meaning I can focus more on finding Emilia. I just hope that she doesn’t think we’ve given up on her. I know that Cybil believes her to be dead, but I refuse to believe it. I can still feel her when I reach for her mind, I’m sure of it. I’ve been trying to reach her every day still, and I’m sure I’m getting closer to breaking through whatever magik it is that’s keeping me from her. I just need to focus more.

      Emilia, can you hear me? I don’t know what to do with you gone, I’m losing my fucking mind. So much is happening all at once. It’s like someone knew my every weakness and broke down every damn door at the same time. I need you to hear me, to come back to me. I need you to try, Emmy. I need you. I wish I could tell you everything that is going on, you always knew how to soothe the beast inside of me. Your lightness kept my darkness in check, and without you, it’s clawing its way back. I managed to hold on just barely the first time I lost you, I can’t lose you again. I won’t survive it. I just need to hear your voice, that will get me through. I just need to know you can hear me.

      I try to reach her, and still I feel like I’m getting closer to her, but like she’s getting further away from me too.

      Each day that she’s not here, that so much else demands my attention while I rely on others to help me, I break a little more. The choice between duty and love is killing me slowly. I know that the needs of the many must come before the needs of the few, but when the few is the person you love, the person who makes up the other half of you, quite honestly I couldn’t give a fuck about the needs of the many. I toss and turn in bed each night as I try to sleep, making myself acknowledge that my duties come first, but every fiber of my being screams at me to be out there, tearing through the Hunters that have taken our lands, and to find her.

      I have to assume that they have her, the timing is too coincidental, but I have no idea why, or how they managed to take her. It’s the only reason I’m still waiting on Lex bringing back the boy. They were meant to be back by now. I need to find out who betrayed me, so I can burn their world to ashes.

      A knock breaks through the silence and I stop my pacing, my tasseled hair drooping into my eyes. I straighten my jacket before opening the door and coming face to face with Lex.

      “You found him?” I ask, not bothering with pleasantries.

      “He’s in the dungeons. He’s in a bit of a state, he didn’t want to come back to the palace. He struggled, I won. I found him trying to cross the lake to pass through the veil. He didn’t look like he was going for a short stay either, he had more gold than a little. Royal gold, Cade. Either the kid is a fucking stellar thief or this was definitely the work of someone close to you. I can’t help but think it’s all linked. It’s all happened too close together. The attacks, the Royals being attacked directly at both Courts, wiping out the existing structure, leaving the whole of Eressea in collapse while new Royals try to step up to reign as chaos descends, and then Emilia, meaning you’re going to be distracted. I also had another thought, about why her, but I need to go to Shani, to talk to my brother.”

      “You think the Elves are part of this?”

      “Not at all. But there’s something that the Fae aren’t aware of, something about Emilia, that even she won’t be aware of. If she was taken because of it, then my brother will want to know, and he’ll want to help. This could be bigger than any of us ever thought.” Lex looks almost afraid, which isn’t something I think I’ve ever seen on him. And we’ve walked through fire together.

      “If you think it’s that important, then you need to go. Can you tell me?” I ask, knowing that the binding magik of the Elves is stronger than any other.

      “Not yet, but know that it is only because I can’t that I don’t. If it is what I think it is, I will get my brother on board, and then I fear my worlds will come colliding together in a spectacular fashion.”

      “Go, be careful, the narrow ocean brings many perils. And be mindful in Shani, just because the Queen is dead, doesn’t mean that your banishment has been lifted.”

      “And you, brother. You don’t have many trusted friends left in the palace, watch yourself. I will go after the moonlight vigil tonight, and I’ll be back in less than a week.”

      “Sounds good. I’m going to go and speak to our jeweler friend, see if he wants to be helpful.”

      “Do you want company?” he asks, and I shake my head.

      “No, you go and help Bray and Erion with the set up for tonight, come back and get me when it’s ready. I’ve got this.”

      “As long as you’re sure.” He eyes me, he knows better than most how much I hate this shit, but it’s Emilia. For her I’d tear the world apart.

      “I’m sure. You go to the border, I’m going to go see if our new friend is feeling talkative.”
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      “Are you ready for tonight?” Lex asks, and I sigh. Tonight, Erion and I are holding a moonlight vigil for everyone lost in the attacks, including our parents. The pyres have been built on the border line, and an insane amount of security has been put in place to ensure the residents safety after we received word of more potential attacks. We’ve also stationed our most violent of forces around the border of where we know the Hunters are holding up, as a front line warning to them that we won’t give them an inch. The only problem is their sheer numbers. They made up a lot of our front line defenses, and so without them, they outnumber us two to one at the minute, and without outside help, we’re fighting a losing battle.

      “Yeah, I’m ready. I just,” I sigh. “I wish that we were closer to finding Emilia, that we weren’t fighting a dozen different fucking fights all at once. The strategist in me is pulling his fucking hair out right now.”

      “I know, I actually think I have a plan for that, but that can wait for tomorrow. Right now, let’s get tonight out of the way. Rohan went ahead of us, so he’ll probably be halfway there already, and I know he’s your brother, but I don’t trust him not to fuck this up somehow. There’s something off about him, and it’s been worse since the attack.”

      “I know, I think losing our father, and everything going on with Mother is getting to him. He’s always been close to Mother, so I think it’s hitting him hard. Plus, we always sheltered him from the heavy stuff, more so after everything with Edimere. He’s not used to dealing with this kind of crazy, he’s probably just on edge.”

      I run my hand through my long hair and add another point to my long to do list, because I need to check in with Rohan. I’ve been too distracted, and letting him run riot isn’t going to help anyone. The last thing we need is him having one of his episodes. He hasn’t had one since he was a young child, but I think Mother was giving him a tincture to help, and with her being MIA, I imagine he’s not getting that either, but I don’t mention this to Lex. I trust him with my life, but that’s not my secret to tell.

      “Let’s head out anyway, are the horses ready?”

      “They are, and waiting for us out the front. Is there anything else you need from me tonight?”

      “Just blend into the shadows, and keep an eye out for any sketchy behavior. Someone, somewhere is working with the Hunters, and we still have no idea who it is. I think the jeweler was spelled, the gap in his memory… it’s too suspicious. It takes someone with either a lot of power, or links to someone with power to do something like that.”

      “I can do that. I’m still waiting to hear back from my contact to see if there’s something we can do to unlock the memories in his mind. How is your mother coming along? We both know she would be able to get those memories in minutes.” I follow him out of my room and down towards the horses.

      “She’s getting there, but she’s not back with us. The healers aren’t sure if she ever will be. And yes, she’d find it in minutes, but she’d ruin that boy. She’d tear his mind apart, without hesitation, but I’m also not convinced she’d give us everything. She’s not exactly Emilia’s biggest fan. If she thought that she’d be better off with Emilia gone, especially considering her rantings, I’m not sure that she’d actually help us find her.”

      “What a fucking mess.”

      “Tell me about it. Anyway, let’s just focus on tonight, we have enough to worry about with this, and the potential for further attacks. One thing at a time. I need to separate it all out and just focus for a minute. Plus, I have to give this stupid fucking speech, and I hate that shit and you know it! I know Erion will speak too, but we need to show a united front, and make sure that everyone is on board with us all.”

      We mount the horses and make the ride to the border, it takes a few hours, but I’d rather do it this way than use magik. Plus, it gives me time to clear my mind and try to reach out to Emilia again. Yet again, I can feel her, but I can’t reach her. I break the connection and refocus on what I need to do tonight. We reach the border, and the pyres are already made, bodies places upon them and wrapped in ceremonial robes, as is our way. The Royal pyres are twice the height of the rest, and I roll my eyes. While it might be tradition, I’m no different to everyone else here, being out in the war taught me that more than anything I’d ever experienced before.

      I catch Erion’s eye as I dismount and head to the side of the stage where he’s directing people around the craziness with Rohan.

      “Hey man,” he tilts his head as I reach him, dismissing the rest of the people around us.

      “How’s it going? Ruling as much fun for you as it is for me?” I laugh, and he rubs his hand down his face.

      “Man, if we could go gray like the humans, I think I would have in the last few weeks alone. This shit is insane. My parents… I have no idea what they were doing while I was gone, but it sure as shit wasn’t ruling our Court properly. Thank you for giving me Bray, he’s currently sorting out the security for tonight, but he’s helped me rebuild our forces from what little we had left, while I’ve been trying to sort out the treasury and all of the other bullshit. I was not even slightly prepared for this.” I clasp his shoulder and smile at him.

      “Once we’ve got this all sorted, we’ll put our heads together to make everything right,” I tell him.

      “Emilia not coming, brother?” Rohan interrupts, and Erion’s face distorts. I shuffle us behind the wall to the side of the stage, hiding us from the sight of everyone else.

      “No, she can’t come,” I tell him tightly. I know we need to tell people the truth, but saying it out loud to everyone means I’m failing because I haven’t found her yet.

      “How is that going?” Erion’s voice is clipped, and Rohan’s gaze bounces between us.

      “It’s a fucking shit show,” I admit. “Emilia’s not ill, she’s gone,” I tell Rohan, and his shock is instant.

      “What do you mean she’s gone?” he asks, looking angry.

      “I mean, Erion went to get her the morning of the wedding and she was gone. We know she was taken, we assume by the Hunters, but have no real leads. Believe me we’ve been trying,” I explain, hanging my head.

      “And you’re only telling me now? It’s been weeks!” Rohan shouts, and I glare at him.

      “Keep your fucking voice down!” I growl.

      “Is she even still alive? Do you know anything at all?” he hisses.

      “She’s alive,” I tell him, hoping that I’m not lying.

      “We hope,” Erion adds.

      “You should’ve told me, I could’ve been helping rather than twiddling my fucking thumbs, you never trust me with shit. Fuck sake, Cade. We should tell our people. Lying to them is a shitty way to start your reign. Plus, that’s a whole fucking island of people who could have seen something, or know something!”

      “He’s right, Cade. We need more help,” Erion agrees.

      I sigh and shake my head as Lex and Bray approach.

      “Everything okay?” Lex asks, his face tight.

      “Rohan knows about Emilia.”

      “You mean they fucking knew but not me? Nice, Cade. Real nice,” Rohan hisses.

      “Look, we’ll deal with this later,” I tell them. “We’ll tell the people, Rohan’s right, we could use all the help we can get. Then the five of us will put our heads together and work out an actual fucking plan. But right now, we have to honor our dead. Let’s get our game faces on and get through this.” They all nod in agreement.

      “Bray. You and Lex are obviously running point on crowd control and security. I don’t want any sort of fuck ups tonight. If you see Hunters, kill on sight. I don’t care who they are or if they might have information, I am not having tonight ruined by them.”

      “Consider it done,” they agree, before taking off around the outside of the huge crowd in this clearing. The sheer numbers of the people here overwhelm me. We lost so many, but we still have so much, and we need to remember that.

      “You want to head out there together?” Erion says, and I nod.

      “Sure, united front and all that.”

      “I’ll just wait here,” Rohan says, still pissed off, but there’s nothing I can do for him right now.

      I realign the crown on my head, heavy as it is, it never stays put, and take a deep breath before stepping out on to the stage, Erion a step behind me, and the roar of the crowd quiets to nothing. It’s so quiet you could hear a pin drop.

      “People of Rivinea, we are gathered here tonight to release our fallen loved ones to the fates,” I say, projecting my voice.

      “Our people have suffered so much loss of late, but tonight signifies the start of new beginnings. The start of healing. The start of new possibilities. New friendships,” Erion’s voice projects across the crowd.

      “We are all Fae, regardless of our Court. We have known times of war, and times of peace. It is time for something new. A time for us to all work together. We face threats now we have not faced before, and to overcome this, we must unite.”

      “Tonight, we mourn, we celebrate the lives of our fallen, but we will not grieve their deaths. They gave their lives so that we could go on. Some sacrificed, some were taken, but the loss is the same regardless,” Erion steps forward as he speaks, and I can see the people, all of our people, a sea of Winter and summer, taking our message on board at his words.

      “Those who fell in war, will rise in peace. They will pass through to the world of the fates and live on until we can see them again, but let us hope that reunion is still far from now. We have much to do, but for now, we celebrate. With these flames, we cleanse our brethren, so that they may join our ancestors.” I step forward off of the stage to the first pyre, where both the Summer and Winter Royals lay. Erion is at my side, and we’re passed the flames from the soldiers at the pyres.

      “May you live on in our memories forever. Our lives are long, but those that fall are never forgotten. In this life and the next, may you love hard and be at peace.” I step forward at Erion’s words and light the corner of the first pyre, with Erion stepping round and lighting the one opposite, before we pass the flames on to those around us to light the other pyres. Cries ring out as the fires rise, the smoke thick, but we stand, the quiet broken by those who mourn their losses. The roar of the flames is so loud, the sheer number of pyres would worry me if I didn’t know that Lex and Bray have everything handled.

      The fires burn bright and quick, burning hotter thanks to the magik of those gathered here. When the fires burn out, Erion and I return to the stage.

      “Those who we lost would not want us to mourn their passing, so tonight we will celebrate the lives that they lived,” my voice carries across the crowd and is met with cheers. Food and drink appears on the tables surrounding the gathering, and music begins to play. “Let us celebrate tonight, and then tomorrow we will move on with all that lies ahead of us.”
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      My head bangs as I crack my eyes open and groan. I knew I shouldn’t have indulged so much last night, but after the celebrations began, Erion and I came back here to plot, which really just ended up being a night of drowning our sorrows and feeling sorry for ourselves. Now, however, I’m regretting the pity party, because fuck my life.

      A knock at the door sounds and feels like someone took a sledgehammer to my skull. Cybil’s head appears round the door with a small chuckle. “How are you feeling, Cade dear?”

      I groan at her and pull the blankets back up over my head.

      “I figured as much, so I’ve had your favourite greasy breakfast made, with a vat of coffee. Erion is already in the small dining room waiting for you. I’ll let him know you’re awake,” she tells me before closing the door again, her words more an order than a question, which brings a small smile to my face, because few people would get away with talking to a King in such a way, but Cybil isn’t just anyone. She is the person who has been there for me my entire life, wrapping my wounds, both physical and mental, picking me up off the floor when I didn’t think I could ever stand again.

      I jump out of bed, knowing that if I don’t, I’ll lose the whole day in there. I step into my boxers before throwing on a dark shirt, and gray trousers, rolling up my sleeves so I don’t feel so restricted, and run my hands through my hair to make sure I look half decent around the palace. I am not my father, so I’m happy for the people to see I’m one of them, but I also don’t think them seeing me strutting around in my underwear is a great example of leadership.

      The palace is quiet as I make my way down to the small dining room, I imagine after last night most people feel similar to me, and I didn’t have a shit ton of work to do early this morning. I gave all the staff the morning off, but I know some of them are here regardless, still not used to my slightly more relaxed reign compared to my father’s. I don’t want my people to piss their pants if I lose my shit, my father branded his brutality like it was his favourite thing in the world.

      “Morning,” I utter to Erion as I head straight for the coffee on the table.

      “Feeling a little rough today, are we?” Erion says with a shit eating grin on his face.

      “How the fuck are you so perky?” I grumble.

      “Solider life. Those fuckers can drink, I learned to keep up. I was there long enough that I could drink most people under the table. I’m also, like, immune to the side effects these days.” He laughs as he takes bite of his toast.

      “So, today, we announce Emilia’s missing, huh?” The cheer leaves his voice. “I have sorted care for Junior, so I’ve got a few days clear so we can actually get the ball rolling on everything we have to do. Fuck knows there’s enough.”

      “Tell me about it. But yeah, we’ll start with Emilia, then work our way down the list, I’m pretty sure enough of our shit crosses over, and if we can share the burden, we might get things sorted quicker.”

      “Sounds good to me,” he says. “I’ve already got people gutting the Summer Palace. That place is dark as fuck, and not the sort of place I want Junior growing up. He deserves better than that, and he needs to be my highest priority.”

      “I get that. If you need anything, just say. I miss the little guy.” I smile at him before taking a mouthful of the eggs benedict Cybil had prepared for me. “So how do we do this announcement?”

      “I think, the best way, is to do a summons. Everyone is still pretty relaxed after last night. The border is still set up for a gathering, we can call people back to there and explain everything. Ask for anyone who has information to step up, and ask for any willing and able bodies to help if they can. I have a guy I served with who I already know I want on our team. He’s got the most strategic mind I’ve ever come across. He’ll be an asset.”

      “Sounds good. We’ll break into teams. You & your asset, Lex & I, Rohan & Bray, and split stuff between us?” I suggest.

      “Works for me. We can let them know and then send the guys out with word to the people this morning, then we can put our heads together to work on everything else. Starting with those assholes running the Autumn and Spring Courts. They feared our fathers, but they’ve been dicks recently. They need to be put back in their place.”

      “Agreed. I had a thought about joining the Spring Court daughter with Rohan. I know one of them was soft on him.”

      “You trust him to handle that sort of power? Make him an eventual King in his own right?” His skepticism is warranted but I shrug.

      “Better the devil you know? I know Rohan comes with his own… issues.” I sigh, Erion is fully aware of everything Rohan-wise. The advantage of him knowing us our entire lives. “But, I can handle my brother. Plus, I think it was the younger sister anyway, no kingship there.”

      “Well, that’s one way to keep them in line, I guess. Plus, it means the Queen-to-be doesn’t hate us for trying to marry her off.” He laughs.

      “You could always marry into the Autumn Court,” I joke, and his laughter dies.

      “Araya?” He shudders. “Yeah, no. I know you guys were close at one point, but I don’t have the patience for that breed of diva. I need a woman to challenge me, not drive me fucking insane.” I laugh at his words, he’s not wrong. Araya is a fucking nightmare.

      “Well, we’ll deal with them when needed. For now, let’s focus on getting Emilia back and sorting out our own houses. If your palace staff are anything like mine, they’re taking some time to adjust to the new way of things.”

      “Are you kidding me? Most of the old staff died trying to protect my father, but from what I’ve been told, the way they treated Emilia, they’d have been gone anyway. I’m essentially starting fresh over there. I want a new culture. I don’t want to do things the way our parents did. I’ve already outlawed the kidnap and killing of humans, as well as those fucking inhumane parties. Our kind might be known for being brutal and cruel, but I’d rather keep that for our enemies, not just be our way of life.”

      “Hell yes to that, man. I am so done with the old ways. This isn’t the old times. That shit is just fucked up.”

      “Okay, so let’s get the guys together to send out word about tonight.”

      “Yes, you think she’s still alive?” he asks, and I can see how much not knowing is destroying him.

      “I do, I’ve been trying to reach her, and I can feel her. I just can’t reach her, it’s as if she’s blocked,” I tell him.

      “Maybe that’s because she’s gone?”

      “You can’t think like that, Erion. I refuse to believe it. Unless I see it with my own two eyes. Losing her again… I won’t survive it,” I admit to him. “I’m not giving up, even if it takes the rest of my life, but it’s not going to. We’re going to find her, and we’re going to find her soon. Something inside me tells me so.”

      “I wish I had your gifts. I don’t have any sort of foresight, and after everything, I can’t find it in me to hope too hard. I can’t lose anyone else, so I can’t pin everything on it like you can. I won’t survive it either. I’ve lost everyone but her and Junior, and he needs me to stay stable.”

      “I get it,” I tell him, wishing I could reassure him more, but all things considered, this is the best I can give him for now. “I do actually have a small lead, Lex delivered it before last night. Want to help me with it?” A cruel smile on my face startles him.

      “You have a lead and you’ve waited until now to tell me?” He’s pissed, and I get it but fuck it.

      “We didn’t have time to explore it until now, so I’m telling you now. I started a little yesterday, but I didn’t get very far. We know that Emilia was drugged by her crown. I have the jeweler that made it. When I explored his mind yesterday, his memory seemed to be blocked, but I gave him an incentive to try and think about it. He should have had enough time to make a decision by now.”

      “Then what the fuck are we waiting for?” He stands, almost vibrating with anger.

      “To the dungeons then, my friend.”
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      “You could make this so much easier on yourself, Emilia,” Rohan coos as he runs a finger down the side of my face. He removes the hair that sticks to my skin from the tears I’ve cried, and tucks it behind my ear. “We don’t need to be enemies in this. We could even share the power together. I’m not so selfish you know.”

      “Why would I ever believe another word you say?” my voice rasps, husky from the tears I’ve cried, and the screams that have been torn from me. “You kidnapped me, you tortured me, and not once before this did you even ask for my help!”

      “Because I could see that you were falling in love with my brother. Before, when you hated your parents, hated the Courts, I thought there was a chance, but once I saw, I knew you’d never do anything to hurt your precious Cade,” he spits, yanking my hair backwards, the sharpness making my eyes water. The thing I'm searching for, will change the world as we know it. It will take the Fae off of their high horse. Show them that Hunters are more than they ever dreamed. It will bring a change in our world, make it exactly as it should be. I’ll no longer live in my brother’s shadow. I will be the one with the power, I will be the one with the respect, the command, the fear. The Royals who look down at me because I was not the heir will soon know that they were wrong to dismiss me.”

      “Rohan, you sound like a madman. How can you not see that what you are doing is just making you the villain in this story? The people will never respect you, not after you attack their policies, their homes, slaughter their loved ones. I have no idea what it is that you want from me, what it is that you think I know. But there is nothing with enough power in this world or any, that will take away the hurt you have caused.” I sigh.

      He paces back and forth beside the chair I'm still strapped to. I can see the pressure and the stress taking its toll on him. His hair is thinning, and his skin almost seems pasty as if he is ill. It makes me wonder if what he's looking for has something to do with his health as well as his thirst for power. I've never seen a face look so ill, but then he is a half breed and Hunters are more susceptible to illness than we are.

      “Once I find what I'm looking for, I won't be the villain. People will bow to me, they will worship the Hunters as the Fae have made my brothers do for so long.” His ramblings make me question his sanity.

      “What makes you think I know what this thing is, let alone where is it?” I ask softly, trying not to make things worse than they are.

      “Because your family were the keepers of it! Your grandmother died with the knowledge of where it was hidden, and before your mother died, she told us that the knowledge was passed to you. We know it was locked away inside you, your memory suppressed until it was needed.” His hands shake as he explains. Despite everything, it hurts me to see what he has become.

      “Rohan, knowing my mother, she was lying. This is the sort of thing she did, the person she became after Edimere died. I hardly ever spent any time with my grandmother, it was Edimere who they favored. They loved the darkness in him. Knowing my mother, she knew you’d come for me, and that was her twisted sense of punishment from the grave, I don’t know. But it’s been, what, weeks? You haven’t found what you were looking for, I don’t think you’re going to. Maybe if you tell me what you’re looking for, it will trigger a memory?” I probe for more truth, I know that even if I do discover what he searches for, I will die before I reveal it to him. I only hope I find a way to escape before then. With my powers locked down in here, I feel hopeless. I just pray that Cade knows I didn’t abandon him.

      “I am searching for the origin, the well that granted the Fae their access to the magik of this side of the veil. The Elves, the Angels, and the Demons had the ability to access it naturally, but like with all things, the Fae stole their ability to cast magik centuries ago, and they have been reaping the benefits of it, limiting the access that Demons have to it. The origin is an object, it holds the blood of the original Fae who bound themselves to it, granting them power. If I can get it, I can destroy it. The Fae will be powerless and the Hunters will rule the world, with me as their leader. Exactly as it should have been.”

      “Rohan, I hate to say it, because I can see how much you believe it, but that all sounds like complete nonsense. Our magik is in our blood, it is part of who we are as a people. We are connected to the earth.” I sigh.

      “THAT’S WHAT THEY WANT YOU TO BELIEVE!” he roars, and I gasp as his hand slaps my cheek, hard enough that the bone feels like it might have fractured. “You’re just one of them, too naive to see the truth.”

      He storms from the room, slamming the metal door as he leaves, and I flinch at the sound before sinking into the chair as much as I can with my restraints, and close my eyes. I think that he has truly lost his mind. That discovering the truth of who his father was has broken the part of him that was only just hanging on. I don’t know how or when he discovered the truth, but I think it has slowly driven him mad. His delusions about this origin are beyond belief. Thinking that my family would be the keepers of something so important if it existed, is unthinkable. My parents would have wielded that power, held it above everyone, and that is how I know that whoever sold him this line has played him. They wanted this chaos. A way to cause death and destruction in Eressea. I just have no idea who would want something like that. Who wouldn’t be affected by it. The Hunters have faced losses just as we have by their war. The Elves have nothing to gain from a war over here. I rack my mind, but come up short. At least I know now that Rohan is answering to someone, or at least, someone pushed him down this path. He didn’t stray here willingly. It is little comfort considering everything, but if my father taught me anything, it is that knowledge is power.

      “Emilia…” I look up into Oberon’s eyes. I didn’t even hear him enter the room. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

      “Screw you. You’re as bad as Rohan. Both trying to be the good guy, because you can’t find the thing you so desperately want. You’re realizing this might all be for nothing if you can’t get whatever it is you want out of my head. Don’t act like he didn’t send you here.”

      “He’d kill me if he knew I was here. I’ve been forbidden from being near you. I can’t do this anymore. I thought I could, I thought it would be worth it. It’s not. Nothing is worth watching this. I was so angry that you just left me for the Winter Prince, that you didn’t think twice about it while your father tortured me. Rohan told me how you just left with no fight at all. It was so easy to believe because I was angry, but I should’ve known better, should’ve trusted that’s not who you are. I am so sorry, Emilia.” His head hangs and he falls to his knees before me. His performance is good, I’ll give him that, but this good guy act, after he showed me his true feelings, isn’t something I’m going to fall for.

      “Get the fuck out of here, Oberon. I never want to see your face again. If you’re truly sorry, and you truly meant what you said, you’d free me. But you won’t and you’re not. Just fucking leave.” My fire sparks the anger inside me, I can feel my power, desperate for release, fighting against its restraint as my anger flares.

      He stands slowly, not looking at me again. “If I could take it back, I would. But there isn’t anything I can do now. I have to go, but I will do what I can to help you. I know you’ll never believe me, but I really did, and still do love you. My pain and anger clouded everything, and I believed everything he said. It was stupid, and I’ll never forgive myself for it.”

      He leaves the room as quietly as he entered, and I feel a tear run down my face. I close my eyes and wish I was anywhere but here. I feel myself drifting off to sleep when I hear Cade’s voice, a projection of my imagination soothing me off to sleep.

      Emilia, can you hear me? I don’t know what to do with you gone, I’m losing my fucking mind. So much is happening all at once. It’s like someone knew my every weakness and broke down every damn door at the same time. I need you to hear me, to come back to me. I need you to try, Emmy. I need you. I wish I could tell you everything that is going on, you always knew how to soothe the beast inside of me. Your lightness kept my darkness in check, and without you, it’s clawing its way back. I managed to hold on just barely the first time I lost you, I can’t lose you again. I won’t survive it. I just need to hear your voice, that will get me through. I just need to know you can hear me.
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        * * *

      

      The breeze whipping my hair around is so cool, it’s such a relief after such a hot summer. Sitting up here on the cliff top, the world seems so small, it was worth the crazy climb to get here. At the very north of Eressea, I can see almost all of Avaenora, the top of the towers from the palace glint in the sunlight. I can hear the noise of people from the market not so far away, and the sounds of nature around me fill me with peace.

      “Emilia, there you are, I’ve been looking for you all day.” I turn from my perch at the edge of the cliff and see Cade climbing the last meters of the steep trail towards where I’m sitting. “I had a feeling I’d find you here when I didn’t find you at the waterfalls.”

      “There’s too many people at the waterfalls in this heat. I just wanted to escape it all, the people, the stupid princess lessons, and this god damn heat.” I sigh as he sits down next to me, not quite touching, but almost. So close I can feel him.

      “You could always come to mine, it’s nowhere near as warm in the south you know,” he teases me and pushes my shoulder with his. “This spot really is beautiful, looking over the lake like that. The waters are the same color as your eyes.”

      I try not to react to his words. I’ve had a crush on Cade Vasara for longer than I can remember. His long dark hair gleams in the sun, and his pale blue eyes are so emotive, even if he doesn’t want them to be. “So why were you looking for me?”

      “So I could do this,” he says softly, and takes my face in his hands before kissing me softly, but with so much want I think I might burn where I sit. His hands caress my face as his lips make me forget everything but him. He pulls back, and I can’t help the sigh that falls from my lips.

      “Is this okay?” he asks, and I nod, unable to speak. Right now we are not royal, we’re not anything other than two people who like each other.

      “This is the start of something, Em. I’m not letting you go now. Not after everything. Even if you run far from me, I’ll find you. I will always find you.” He presses his forehead against mine as he wraps his arms around my waist, pulling me closer to him. I tilt my head up to him and he kisses me again, deeper this time, his arms drawing me in to him as I weave my fingers through his hair. I let my hands roam down his chest until they reach the hem of his t-shirt. My fingers skim the smooth skin there, with the lightest dusting of hair tickling my fingertips. I slide my hand under his top and he groans against my lips.

      “You keep doing things like that, and I’m not going to be able to control myself, Em. You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this,” he rasps, his lips brushing against mine.

      “Who needs control?” I whisper, and press my lips against his again. His hands slip under my top and makes my skin break out in goosebumps.
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      Lex left for Shani two days ago, and I’ve checked in with him each day telepathically to make sure he’s still alive. Going back to Shani when he’s banished is a stupid idea, but he’s fixed on it, and if he can get a clue about what the fuck is going on, then I’m all for it. I wait until the sun sets here before I contact him again, he’s blocking me, so I know he’s alive, but what the fuck.

      I grumble and decide to go raid Cybil’s stash of goodies. I throw on my sweats, thank god for human comforts, and pad quietly through the silent, empty halls. The thought of filling these halls with happiness and the sounds of children’s laughter warms me, realizing something I hadn’t accepted before now. That I want everything, and I want it with Emilia. No one else will set my soul on fire like she does. No one else knows every part of me, the light and the dark, and doesn’t judge me for it. She doesn’t expect me to be Cade, the King, she just wants me to be Cade, the man. Cade, the person she loves.

      I walk into the pantry and open a cupboard, realizing Cybil’s moved her treat hiding place.

      “Oh my,” I spin at the girlish cry as glass shatters. “I am so sorry, Your Majesty. I didn’t expect you to be here. I was just tidying away from the staff meal.” She drops to the floor and starts picking up the pieces of glass and placing them on her tray. I walk over and she waves me off.

      “Your feet!” she cries, and I reprimand myself for being so casual.

      “I’ll be fine. Here, let me help you, you don’t want to cut yourself.” I drop down and crouch opposite her, helping her gather the broken glass and china while she refuses to meet my eyes, her whole body shaking.

      “I really am so sorry. It was a mistake,” she almost weeps.

      “I know it was, you have nothing to be sorry for. It’s just a few dishes and glasses. Nothing major.” I smile at her, and her eyes go wide.

      “You really aren’t anything like your father,” she says, and then gasps, covering her mouth, and I can’t help the grin that escapes.

      “I’m really not.” I laugh softly. “How about you pop that in the trash and head off to bed? It’s late and I’m sure you have an early start.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty. Truly. I will work back the broken dishes.” She bows her head.

      “Really, don’t worry. I’m sure you work hard enough as it is. Tell Cybil I said it’s fine.” I smile, and she nods before scurrying off.

      That was awfully nice of you. Lex’s words ring out in my head and I can feel his amusement. Our talents have always been very similar. Each able to project and receive thoughts and the sight of the other. I haven’t worked out the sight thing with others, but I think because Lex is half Elf, it makes it easier.

      Glad to hear from you, everything okay? I ask him.

      Well, I managed to sneak across the city limits, run the rooftops of the city and scale the palace walls to find my brother, so average day, just a bit sore. He laughs and I can’t help but roll my eyes at him.

      Show off. So, I assume you’re ready to let me in on the conversation?

      I am, he confirms. I just needed to make sure I could discuss it with you without killing myself first. Simple things really. Now, come on through. I’m heading to meet with Darwen again now. I head back to my room and sit down, getting myself comfortable.

      How is your family? I ask him. I know how much he has missed them since he was banished.

      Darwen is good, though my father, he sighs, and I can almost feel his sadness. My father is sick, like really sick. Darwen is basically running the show here, pretending he’s just my father’s mouthpiece. Dahalia hasn’t forgiven me for leaving, even though I had no choice, but she’s still young really. Well compared to my old ass. I get the feeling that things haven’t exactly been plain sailing for her since I left.

      I’m sorry man. Hopefully after this, things can change a bit. Especially if Darwen is in charge. You guys were always close, right?

      Right. We’ll see, first, we have this absolute shit storm to work out. You’re not going to like what I have to tell you, or well, what you’re going to hear.

      I can cope. Now, focus. Does he know I’m hijacking?

      He does, he was shocked, but with everything going on there, he gets it for now.

      Okay, let’s go. I say and watch in my mind as he enters the grandiose room. The walls almost glitter, as I take in what he sees. The Elves really do like to flaunt what they’ve got. I can’t knock it, this palace isn’t exactly lacking. He takes a seat and waits for a few minutes until we hear voices, before the door opens and Lex stands. A man who looks like a broader, smilier Lex walks towards him and brings him in for a hug. This must be Darwen.

      Brother! It is good to see you again, sorry for the delay, the elder court dragged on and on. All those stuffy, pompous old bastards trying to force their way on to my throne. He says with a deep laugh. I assume your friend is with us now?

      He is. Lex confirms with a nod. It shocks me how stiff he is, considering the warmth from Darwen, but some wounds take a long time to heal.

      Okay, so you were asking about the origin. What is so important that we must discuss this with your Fae friend? Darwen asks as he takes a seat opposite Lex.

      What I didn’t mention, brother, is that the Hunters have thrown a coo. They’ve ravaged Avaenora, and are currently holed up in an abandoned fortress on the borders. Our Princess, Emilia, is also missing, she was taken, Lex tells him, and Darwen’s face falls.

      Emilia Daarke? Darwen asks, and Lex nods. I can see the tension radiating from him and my heart sinks. I know there’s more to this than I know.

      Fuck. How could you let her be taken by them? Even if the Fae have no idea who she is, you did! And in the hands of the Hunters! How the hell did they find out? Darwen looks at Lex with suspicion, but I remain silent, knowing my voice means nothing to Darwen in this argument.

      I had nothing to do with that, Darwen. We might not have seen each other in a while, but you know me better than that. As for the girl, I tried to keep my distance in the hope that no one would suspect any sort of link. I couldn’t exactly go from no one to her fiercest protector with no explanation. Plus, that girl is infuriating. You have no idea, Lex says with a small smile, and I can’t help but laugh at his summary of Emilia. He’s not wrong, though I want to know how Darwen knows about Emilia.

      That makes sense. If she’s anything like her grandmother, I imagine she’s a force to be reckoned with. I’ve seen her in Father’s memories. She was a force of nature. Darwen smiles a little and some of the tension eases. But if they have Emilia, and they know the truth, it won’t be long until they discover what it is she knows. I need to speak to Echo, he’s my general these days. He will help us co-ordinate to help you, but you know as well as I do, that ill or not, Father will not agree to this without something from the Fae. After the betrayal that started this incessant divide between our races, and his own personal experience, he’ll want something big for us to help.

      Let us know his requests, and we’ll get it done. I need to return home, I am needed back there, Lex tells Darwen as they stand.

      Do everything you can to find the girl in the meantime, Lex. I don’t need to tell you how important she is.

      I know. I shall speak to you soon, brother, Lex tells Darwen and leaves the room.

      What the hell was all that? I ask him as he practically runs back to the room he was in when we connected.

      We have a lot to talk about, but now you know some things. Others, I should tell you face to face. I’ll be home in a day, Darwen removed my banishment, meaning I can use the portal here to travel.

      Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow, and then you’re going to tell me everything, I demand. I don’t enjoy being out of the loop, not when it’s about Emilia, and sure as hell when it’s as serious as they make it sound.

      I swear, I will tell you everything, Lex says, then pushes me from his mind and my room comes back in to focus.

      What the actual fuck is going on around here!
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        * * *

      

      Sometimes I wish I could be selfish. That I wasn’t the one born to be King. That I could just do whatever the fuck I like, consequences be damned. Like how I wish I could be in Shani with Lex getting answers. Or I could be tearing through the Hunters with my own two hands to find Emilia. But the push and pull between duty and love is strong. I have too many people that rely on me, that need me to not give up on my duty, but not knowing what is happening with her is slowly but surely driving me mad.

      It’s why I find myself in the throne room, waiting for the other Royal families to arrive. Erion is already here and is doing the whole charming ‘Summer’ thing that he does, wooing the throws of people to his favor, while I sit here on my black throne, wondering if I will ever be seen as anything more than the Ice King.

      I try not to let my impatience show, I refuse to be as my father was, and by now he’d have basically declared war. The Verano’s & Samhradh’s are late. I understand it, their kin were essentially sent here to die, but we need this treaty. We all need it. They will not survive without us and vice versa. While no one wants to admit it, that is the long and short of it. Rivinea is a land divided, and so we each have things the others need. It’s not ideal since we are never at peace, but that is the whole point of today. Even if it does feel like a charade. Until the next generation takes over power in their Courts, there will be no real change. And even then, it could be for naught.

      “How much longer do we give them?” Erion asks as he takes a seat beside me. It’s easy to forget that Erion has been gone so long, that he has been drowned in war for the last few years rather than at his father’s side keeping up with the ways and politics of Court. It’s dreary, but it’s all shit we need to know.

      “I’m giving them another five minutes, and then I’m done.” The words are barely out of my mouth as the heavy, ornate doors to the throne room open loudly as the two sets of Royals finally arrive. I remain seated and Erion mirrors my movement. While I might be the Winter King now, Erion's temper has always been far more fiery than mine. He might seem like the lighthearted, charming Summer child, but like any Summer child, the fire that burns inside of them is their weakness as much as their power.

      The Autumn and Spring Courts with their procession move towards us, and with a small bow from them, Erion and I stand. “Levoya, Tristain, it’s good of you to finally join us,” I say as I move towards our guests. “Nayla, Varah, you both look beautiful as always. Shall we get this started? Our people cannot afford any more delays.”

      The women at least, have the decency to look ashamed for keeping us waiting, but the Kings, they just laugh and scoff as if my words mean nothing. And they may not to them right now, but I won’t be dismissed by them, not when so much rides on this treaty being signed and upheld. Too much is needed right now for this to go wrong, and that’s before I even start to think about everything going on with Emilia.

      I take a deep breath and blank my mind. I have Lex looking for Emilia, he won’t let me down. As much as it pains me, I need to focus on this right now. Emilia will understand, she would do the same if our positions were reversed. That is the advantage to marrying within the Royal lines. They understand the pressures and responsibilities that come with who we are.
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        * * *

      

      It takes hours, but we finally agree on terms everyone can live with. The Autumn and Spring Courts will help provide relief and soldiers in return for a boon at a later time from each Court. They finally leave, taking their processions with them, with promises of their relief aid arriving soon. I slump down in my chair as Erion pours me a glass of nectar. I throw back the shot and he pours another before doing the same himself.

      What a fucking palaver. This whole day has been nothing but showboating by the older Royals, trying to show that they know best. That us ‘young bucks’ don’t know our ass from our elbow. It didn’t take long before Levoya and Tristain saw that we weren’t here to play. Erion’s charm mixed with his fire against my icy cool facade left them reeling. But finally, the treaty is signed. Erion and I could have done it just between us, but that would always leave room for the others to color outside the lines. Not something either of us wanted.

      “If we’re done for the day, I need to get back. There’s still so much that needs doing,” Erion says before throwing back another shot.

      “Yes, I’ll get the final bits sorted, and liaise with the others to make sure they uphold their part of the agreement," I reassure him.

      “Is there any news on Emilia?”

      “Nothing concrete yet. Lex is looking into something, I’m hoping we get some answers in the next day or so. I hate having to deal with every day stuff while she is gone…”

      “But we must,” Erion says with a knowing nod. “She would understand. She might not like it, but she would understand.”

      “Let’s hope that whoever has her, wherever she is, it is not so terrible that she never forgives us for not just going to her.”

      “The juggle of duty and love is perilous. I’m almost positive it is why our fathers picked the women they did. Why they pushed us not to marry for love. It might make us happy, but it can also make us weak. You are doing your duty, Cade.”

      “Maybe… maybe I don’t want to just do my duty,” I tell him quietly, thankful that we’re the only two left in here.

      “For now, that is all we can do until we get any news on where my sister might be.”

      “Just be ready…” I tell him. “Because the minute I know where she is…”

      He smiles at me and clasps my shoulder. “Oh I know, Cade. You will storm the entire realm for her. Duty be damned.”
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      I walk across the misty plain, dust kicks up with each of my footsteps, the dead earth cracked and dry. The mountains in the distance trace three peaks on the night sky, blotting out the faint stars. The wind whispers my name as my hair flies in the breeze.

      I don’t recognize this place, but it feels like I’ve been here a thousand times. Like I’ve walked this path over a dozen lifetimes. As if the mountains are my home. My pace doesn’t falter as I move towards the three peaks. There is no sound beyond the laughter on the wind, and there is no other soul here.

      Wherever this is, it has been long forgotten. Abandoned by any who have walked here before.

      I smile as I reach the mountain face. The black rock warm beneath my hand. I rest my cheek upon it as if it were an old friend, and the stone heats my entire body. I close my eyes and feel the warmth wrap around me. When I reopen them, I am no longer leaning against the mountain, I am inside it.

      A tunnel stretches out before me, slanted downwards, taking me deeper beneath the mountain. With a smile on my face, I start to move along the rocky path as the wind whispers my name.

      ‘Secret Bearer’ it calls as I run the tips of my fingers across the rough stone as each step takes me deeper into the mountain.

      I lose count of my steps. It’s as if time has no meaning here, but that’s okay. Still, I smile, like nothing could possibly be wrong here. I follow the path until I come to a cavern, the ceiling so high I can’t see it in the darkness, but I’m not afraid. I have nothing to be afraid of here. I don’t know how I know that, but I do.

      I move further into the darkness, the blue-green glow in the middle of the room calling me closer. I feel the power from the glow. It pulses in time with my heartbeat. As if it is a part of me. My fingers brush across the surface of the black well and a jolt runs up my arm. It’s not unpleasant but I know that holding on to the well for too long would be dangerous. Again, I have no idea how, but I’m not going to question the knowledge.

      Looking down into the blue-green hue of the well makes my eyes water. When I look back up, I see my Grandma looking back at me from the other side of the well.

      “Oh, Emmy,” she gasps, a hand on her chest. “What a mess we’ve ended up in. I’m so sorry it was you, dear girl. Do you remember the story I told you?”

      I tilt my head as I take the sight of her in. She flickers before my eyes, but the fear on her face is so real that it sobers me, taking away some of the pure happiness I’ve felt since I came here. “I remember.”

      “Oh, good. I am sorry that this passed to you, sweet girl. You were always so innocent, I had a feeling it would be you. There were always shadows in your brother, the well doesn’t take well to those shadows,” she says before smiling softly at me.

      “I don’t understand why we’re here. Where here even is.”

      “This is the resting place of the well of origin. The well led you here because you needed to know the truth of the secret you bear. I know that that foolish boy wants the details from you, but Emmy, you cannot tell him. Even if it means death. It is not safe for one with such hate in his heart to reach the well. The Elves are coming Emmy. They know the truth of it all. Trust the Elves. Even if you trust no one else. Despite the differences and prejudices between our kinds, they are the only ones who will help you without expectation because they know what is at risk. Do not let any Fae or Hunter know the resting place. If they discover it… the world you have grown to know will be no more.”

      “I understand, but how did he even know? How does anyone know?” I ask her, so very confused.

      “Your mother, I didn’t realize she was there that day, listening. But she was there. She was always smart, but just too weak willed. Too easily manipulated. We don’t have time to go into it in depth, but promise me that you will protect the origin with your life, Emilia. The Demons will ravage the world once more if they get a chance.” She starts to disappear before my eyes, but my mind is reeling. How can she say so much, and yet say so little?

      “Wait, please. I don’t understand!” I yell.

      “Our job is not to understand, Emmy. It is merely to protect. You have a strong heart, sweet girl. It will lead you true if you trust it.” Her words are barely more than a whisper as she fades from sight. I let out a breath and bow my head. I don’t understand how I can protect this place when I have no idea where it is, even if I know the truth of what it is.

      “Emilia,” a voice calls but I can’t see anyone else. I step back from the glow of the well when it turns a blood red.

      Something is wrong.

      “Emilia.”

      Cold runs down my spine. I know that voice. I need to get out of here. He can’t know where it is. Gram said as much.

      “Emilia,” the voice practically sings my name and my heart rate picks up. “You’re going to tell me, Emilia.”

      I run as fast as my feet will carry me from the cavern.

      He can never know.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up and find Oberon standing opposite me, just watching me, and if that isn’t just creepy as fuck… It takes me a minute to blink away the sleep and focus on my surroundings. I wonder which version of him I’ll get today.

      I open my mouth to speak to him when my dream crashes into my consciousness. Holy shit, where was that place? I mean, it’s probably good that I don’t know, because then I can’t tell anyone, but if anyone looked into my mind and recognized where I was… Nope, not happening. Gram has never come to me in a dream before, but I know it wasn’t just a dream. It was more. And now I know I need to protect my mind even more than before.

      Oberon is still watching me intently while not saying a word. I try to calm my breathing, to not give away the panic I feel in my heart. Thanks to the ties holding me in the chair, the shaking of my hands isn’t so obvious.

      “Is there any reason you’re here, or are you just creeping? I didn’t think you were meant to be here.”

      “Rohan changed his mind,” he says with a shrug, and goes back to observing me. I swear it’s like he has a dual personality. This is not the same man I fell in love with. It’s also not the Oberon who was here a few days ago begging for my forgiveness. No, this Oberon is angry. So angry it takes up every inch of who he is. He’s practically vibrating with rage.

      Now that I know certain things about how the Fae came to be, I half understand it, but also, I don’t understand how siding with Rohan and his inane schemes seemed like a good idea. Especially the whole, let’s kidnap Emilia, thing. I get that I wouldn’t tell them, hell, when they took me I didn’t even know the information they wanted, but maybe I could’ve been persuaded to tell them what I knew if they weren’t giant dicks.

      I mean, not really. There’s the whole, life as you know it would be destroyed thing if I told them, but still. I don’t understand what pushed Rohan to this point. I know his father was a raging dick, but this seems extreme. I can’t help but wonder what pushed him over the edge and led us to this point.

      “Oberon,” I murmur. His eyes glance to my lips but that’s the only sign I have that he heard me. “Why? Can you at least tell me why?”

      “You would never understand,” he says, his voice hoarse. “You could never.”

      I shake my head, because he’s right. I will never understand how he could do what he did. Even if he was sorry. Is sorry? Hell, I don’t know anymore.

      “Ahhhh she’s awake again.” Rohan strides into the room looking far happier than I like. “Good. I know you know where it is. As soon as you tell me, all of this will be over.”

      “I don’t have any idea where it is,” I tell him honestly, not that he’ll believe me. “But even if I did, I would never tell you anyways.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll see about that. You didn’t seem to like my methods of getting information, so I thought I’d ask Oberon to help me this time. You know, since you’re so willing to have secrets with him.” The smile on Rohan’s face makes my skin crawl. I know nothing that’s coming is going to be good, but I cling to Gram’s words. I know I can make it through this. I can protect the secret of our people, no matter what.

      Rohan moves towards me, and the glint of silver in his hand makes my heart race. “I’d say hold still, but soon, you won’t have any choice.” He lifts his arm and pricks me with the needle in his hand, the maniacal smile on his face spreading as he injects me.

      “What was that?” I ask, and he just laughs.

      “That was something to make your body compliant, even if your mind isn’t. You will give us the information we want, even if we have to tear it from you piece by piece. You might think we can only break your body, but Emilia, you have no idea the lengths I am willing to go to get the information I need. You have no idea the things I’ve already done. If I’ll poison my own mother, imagine what I’d do to the woman who holds the last piece of the puzzle.”

      “You poisoned your mother?” My words slur as whatever he injected me with starts to take effect.

      “She had information I needed. Those with the sight always know. I’m pretty sure that’s how your mother knew the little that she did. Not that it matters now. The end justifies the means. And since you’re the thing standing between me and what I’m looking for, I will not stop, Emilia. I know you think you know me, or you thought you did. Let me tell you this, you have no idea who I am. Not really. I will not stop. So anything that happens to you is your own fault for keeping things from me. This is all your own fault.”

      He reaches down and unties my bindings, but I can’t move. My arms fall from the arms of the chair because nothing holds them in place. Oberon comes towards me and lifts me over his shoulder. I can’t see anyone, but I hear as people move in and out of the room while all I can do is hang here, wanting to scream, but I can’t even make my mouth move. This might be the worst torture yet. Being trapped inside my own mind.

      “Enjoy, but make her talk. Give her this, it will make her able to speak while not undoing the toxin.” Rohan’s voice is full of glee, and terror shoots through me. What the fuck do they have planned?

      Oberon turns and throws me down. I land on something soft and bouncy.

      They brought in a bed.

      He wouldn’t. Would he?

      Oberon moves towards me and puts a vial at my lips, tipping it and making me swallow whatever it is. “You should really just talk, Emilia. It would be better for you.”

      I glare at him while my lips tingle from the vial. “I have nothing to say to you,” I hiss as soon as I can.

      “Then all of this, is your own fault,” he says, as his eyes begin to glow and the claws extend as he takes off his clothes. Once he’s bare, he shreds what’s left of my dress until I’m laid out before him, bare and unwilling, but unable to move. “Scream for me, Emilia.”

      He grabs my ankle and pulls me towards him, while I close my eyes, a tear trickling down the side of my face.

      I won’t give him my screams. I won’t give them a god damn thing.
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      Lex arrived home four days ago. Since his return with the announcement that the Elvish Prince, his brother Darwen, is expecting my presence in Shani to secure their help, has meant utter chaos.

      Trying to sort everything needed for this trip, while still dealing with the fallout from the Hunters, and trying not to be beyond pissed off that we still have no leads on Emilia’s whereabouts is beyond trying. All I want is her back here, in my arms, exactly where she belongs.

      I close my eyes and try to reach out to her mind once more, as I do every morning as the sun rises. I can feel her, but I cannot reach her. I can’t sense her emotion, anything, except the fact that she is still alive. I try not to groan as I pinch the bridge of my nose. I’ve never wanted to not be Royalty more than I wish it right now. If I was not who I am, if she was not who she is, she wouldn’t have been taken, and I wouldn’t be so bound by duty that I can’t search for her myself. My guard have been taking down some of the smaller Hunter holds, but there is still no trace of her.

      There is so much blood on my hands, but still she is beyond my grasp.

      It’s not a surprise my father went mad if this is the cost of ruling.

      I throw off the covers and climb from my bed. I did not sleep, the constant whir of my mind wouldn’t let sleep give me the reprieve I longed for. At least in my dreams I see her. Then I can touch the soft silk of her skin, and we are together. I want nothing more than to say fuck it to the world and leave everything behind to save her, but despite how I feel, despite how she feels, she would not want the Courts to suffer for her.

      We might both dislike the world we grew up in, but duty is hard to shake. You grow up learning that your wants and needs don’t come first, despite the selfishness of my father, that is one thing he always did. Our Court always came first. Above love, family, everything. He was cruel about it, but I’m beginning to think that was the only way he knew to cope with it. I never thought I’d understand my father, but the longer I spend as King, with my heart missing, it’s easier to see what pushed him. I don’t think it’s right, but I do at least understand it.

      I shower and dress, having dismissed my usual staff to help with the rebuilding effort, and then pack my bags for my trip. I’ve spent four days preparing the Court for my absence, have had untold amounts of conversations with Erion to ensure everything runs as smoothly as it can. Rohan’s disappearances are becoming longer and more frequent. He says he’s helping with the rebuilding, but no one sees him. I’m sure he’s off with yet another dalliance, but with me going away, it would be useful for him to be here. Even if just for appearances sake.

      I push the thought away, my wayward brother is the least of my problems. I close my eyes and take a deep breath, and zip up my bags. I’m about to do what no Royal has done for longer than I know. Enter Shani willingly. I know that my willingness is the difference between me and those who ruled before more, hopefully this is only the start of the change. Darwen extended the invitation, Lex still hasn’t told me anything that happened while he was there beyond the invitation. I get the feeling that whatever happened, he doesn’t dare speak of in these walls. That much I understand, the walls here have ears.

      The door opens after a quick sharp knock sounds, and Cybil hurries into the room. “Cade, are you nearly ready? The horses are out front, and the carriage has been prepared. Are you sure you don’t want to take anyone with you?” She wrings her hands out, the only sign of her unease with my trip.

      “I will be fine, and yes I’m sure. Every able hand is needed here. I will have Lex, plus I need you here, keeping things moving in my stead. Bray will be handling most of the heavy lifting, but you know as well as I do, people here need a sharp word every now and then to keep them moving.”

      “As long as you are certain. I will make sure that everything runs smoothly in your absence. People will not even know you are not here, as requested. With the craziness of everything, it will be simple enough. Are you sure that we must keep everything from your brother?”

      “I am,” I tell her with a small smile. “Rohan is not ready for all of this yet. He’s never had to be. I don’t want to burden him without need. I trust you. Plus he has been absent more than he has been here of late, you might not even see him while I’m gone.”

      “If you say so. Are you all packed and ready?” she asks, looking over my one bag.

      “I have what I need,” I tell her with a soft smile, then hug her before I think better of it. She has raised me, healed my wounds, fed me when I was hungry. “Be careful while I’m gone, and if there are any more attacks…”

      “There will be no further attacks. They have what they wanted. They took your heart. You know it, and so do I. Be careful, the Elves are a tricky bunch. They are not as candid as the Fae.”

      “I will,” I smile and squeeze her hand before picking up my bag. “I will be back in a few days, hopefully with enough help to get Emilia back where she belongs, and deal with this Hunter issue once and for all.”

      “You have a plan?” she asks quietly.

      “If you count eradication as a plan,” I answer with a shrug. “But yes, I have a plan.”
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        * * *

      

      The three-day journey to Shani was tiresome, but since it was just the two of us, it didn’t take as long as it could have. We’re just outside of the city and it surprises me how similar it is here to home. Though, the people do seem nicer, but that could be because I’m here with Lex. His father might not like him, but he obviously has a lot of friends over here. I’ve barely slept on the journey. Flashes of Emilia haunt my mind. I just have to hope that it’s my twisted imagination and not that tether I’ve kept connected to her showing me what she’s really going through, because if any of what is in my head has been real, I’ll burn the world to ash and not give a fuck.

      This is the first time I’ve put her above duty, and nothing has ever felt more right. Maybe that was the problem with our fathers before us, they gave up on the idea of love for duty. Maybe what we’re doing is the right thing. Maybe we need love to make the Courts a better place.

      “Are you ready?” Lex asks as he draws his horse to stop. I stop beside him and look up at the palace gates. This time he gets to enter via the front door, this time he doesn’t have to worry about the chance of death just for being here. I hope that whatever I find out today means he gets more of this. He deserves more than the hand he has been dealt.

      “Ready as I’m going to be.” I nod and we move forward, the palace guard bringing us to a halt again. “I am Cade Vasara, King of the Winter Court of Eressea, here by invitation of Prince Darwen.” The guards look over my shoulder to Lex, and their distaste is obvious to all, but if they think that’s enough to stop us, they are severely fucking wrong.

      “He is not welcome here,” the one directly in front of me says.

      “He, is my general. So if he is not welcome, neither am I. I wonder how your Prince would take the news that his guard kept his invited guests out,” I sneer at him, as coldly as I can muster despite the churning rage building inside of me. These insects are getting in my way, and if they don’t move soon, I’ll find Emilia another way, because I’ll shatter them before they can insult me again.

      “But…” the guard starts again, but the gates behind him open, and a tall man with flowing hair appears before us.

      “Ah, brother, King Vasara, it is nice of you to join us. I assume you were being welcomed appropriately,” he says with a wide smile, and Lex snorts beside me.

      “Darwen, your guard were as welcoming as ever.”

      “I see, and yet, I gave instruction for my guests to be allowed entry. Which of you thought you knew better than my order?” Darwen says, the casual ease and swagger gone in an instant, the man before me now is very obviously one who knows how to wield the power he holds. Several of the guard step aside leaving the one who refused Lex entry standing alone. “You, I expect to see you in my chambers in ten minutes. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir,” the guard’s voice quivers, before he hauls ass through the gates, I assume to the Prince’s chambers. I look back to him and the casual smile is back. Lex dismounts and I follow suit, one of the guards taking away the horses while Darwen embraces his brother.

      “Darwen, this is Cade. Cade, Darwen.”

      “It is nice to finally meet the King across the sea.” Darwen smiles.

      “Indeed. I hope that we can put the pasts of our people behind us and work together,” I tell him, trying not to give away my eagerness, but the Prince laughs.

      “Oh I’m sure you do. Come, the things we must speak of are not for the world to know.” Darwen snaps his fingers and another guard appears at his side. “Take our visitors to the guest rooms in my wing. Please, both of you, eat and rest up while I finish dealing with the guard, and then, we will talk.”

      I open my mouth to speak, but the Prince disappears before my eyes.

      “I hate it when he does that,” Lex grumbles. I just look at him, wide eyed, as he shakes his head. The guard walks off before us and Lex follows behind. This place which seemed not so different from home, seems stranger than I first thought. But it does not matter to me how different things are, as long as I get what we came here for.

      A way to find Emilia.
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        * * *

      

      The rooms we’ve been given are luxury beyond that I’ve ever seen in Eressea. I always knew the Fae liked to collect pretty things, but apparently, the Elves more so. It seems so very natural, and yet extravagant all at the same time. More than anything, I’m thankful for the hot shower and the chance to change, to eat before sitting down and trying to barter for assistance. Politics is exhausting and I’m already tired from the traveling.

      I find Lex in the sitting room of the suite we’re in, picking away at the food that has been brought to us while we wait to be summoned. Patience isn’t exactly a virtue of mine, especially not with so much at stake. I join him, trying to boost my energy levels before the watering begins.

      It is not long until a knock sounds at the door. Lex rises it and opens it, finding a short, flame haired girl. “Prince Darwen will see you now.”

      Lex looks back at me, rolling his eyes, but I stand and follow them from the room and through the maze of halls that make up the Elven palace. It is as if it were carved from a copse of trees, bound together with magik. Even the ceilings look like branches, brought together with marble. It is a very strange look, the natural wood with the bright white.

      It doesn’t take too long to reach Darwen’s chambers, and the girl scurries away back the way we came. It makes me smile a little to know that there are more similarities between our two countries than a few. Apparently all servants are timid around Royals.

      “Sorry that took so long. It look a little longer to clear up than I thought it would. That boy bled a lot more than is usual,” Darwen says as he waves us into the room with a smile on his face. Like I say, more alike than I thought. He turns to lex, and his face turns somber. “I assume you have filled him in?”

      “No, I thought it would be best coming from you,” Lex says, looking back at me, his apology clear as day.

      “Okay. Well, then Cade, please sit. We have much to discuss.”

      I move into the room, Lex just behind me, and sit with Darwen. “I assume this has something to do with Emilia?” I try not to sound impatient, but she has already been gone far too long.

      “You could say that… I’ll start at the beginning. I’m sure you’ve heard the stories of Queen Eleanora?”

      “I’m Fae, of course I have.” I roll my eyes, and clench my fists. I didn’t come here for children’s stories.

      “Well, the stories you were told were a lie. Or at least, a bending of the truth as it were. Let me tell you the truth of it. As I’m sure you know, at once point in our history, the Fae and the Elves worked together, but the Fae were jealous of the amount of magik that the Elves had compared to the very little they could manipulate. The Fae worked for the Elves and helped keep harmony between the Angels and the Demons, back then we were all play things to a higher power. Then after being beaten and abused by a wayward Elf, the Queen of the Fae decided that the Fae had paid their dues to the magik users and should be gifted with magik too. Her people had suffered and fought alongside the rest of the world, helping keep the humans on their side of the veil, keeping peace with the Demons, and it was time to be rewarded. So Queen Eleanora travelled across the lands of Eressea, and across the narrow oceans to Shani. Before we travelled as quickly as we do now, travel across the sea was dangerous, and many of Eleanora’s beloved guard perished on the journey. They were attacked and robbed, by the Demons and Elves alike, all because they had little magik to fight back with. Once Queen Eleanora arrived here at Silalnor, with only her main guard who would become King Tristin, she requested a meeting with the high council. Because of her peoples hard work, and the unfortunate treatment she received on her travels, they were granted a meeting.

      “Queen Eleanora and Tristin waited weeks while, unbeknownst to her, in her absence her people were being attacked by the Demons, while the Angels stood by and did nothing. Men were killed, and women were ravaged, making the Fae people hate the Demons. When Queen Eleanora and Tristin were finally able to meet with the council, she laid out the case for her people to be granted access to the origin of power, as reward for everything they had sacrificed and given up for the other races. There was much argument as each of the other races would need to sacrifice a small part of their power for the Fae to be able to access the origin and be granted more magik. The agreement was made, and King Balin of the Elves set a date for a week later for them to travel to the origin keeping place to make the exchange.

      “In the week of waiting, news reached Queen Eleanora of what had been happening back in Eressea. In secret she married Tristin, to help strengthen her claim to her crown. After their marriage, the two plotted a plan to not only gain magik for their people, but to get revenge on the Demons who had hurt their people so badly. Tristin returned home to Eressea to help their people in the fight back against the Demons.”

      “You understand that this all sounds utterly ridiculous right? What the fuck does this have to do with Emilia being taken?” I demand, growing impatient.

      “Just let him speak,” Lex sighs. “It is more important that you can imagine, this is not just some tale drawn up for children. Listen to what he is saying.”

      I take a deep breath and look back towards Darwen, who almost looks amused. I nod and he continues.

      “Queen Eleanor met with King Balin, Michael the highest of the Angel Order and Luke, the King of Hell. The four travelled for twelve days to the secret place that held the well of origin. King Balin started the ritual to cast a small portion of magik back into the origin so it could be gifted to the Fae. He entered six drops of his blood into the well of the origin, and passed the ceremonial blade to Michael and Luke who did the same. Once the blade was passed to Eleanor to mix her blood with theirs, so that her people would be accepted by the origin to be gifted with the magik that they had scarified, she cut Luke deeply, taking more of his magik than he was willing to give, incapacitating him, and then quickly added her own blood into the mix, so that her people would gain more powers from the Demons, making the Demons the weakest of the four species. The ritual completed, and the High council were furious with Eleanor, but unable to reverse the effects of the spell as Eleanor held the well of the origin and the ritual blade.

      “Eleanor explained to them how the Demons have been ravaging her lands since she left, and that this seemed the best punishment for the ones who take advantage of their powers. She announced that her bloodline were the most untainted by magik, and so they would be the keepers of the well, its whereabouts unknown to the others to avoid the Demons rising up and terrorizing the world again, before handing the ritual knife back to King Balin.” Darwen pauses for a moment and looks at me, as if waiting for me to refute what he is telling me.

      “This all just sounds insane,” I say, even though I can feel the truth of their words. The tale is so different to what I was taught, and a lead ball in the pit of my stomach sinks, because I feel like I already know what is coming.

      “Insane it might be, that doesn’t mean it isn’t the truth. Where was I? Oh yes… So as the story goes, and I swear this is exactly as I was told it… Because of the Demons betrayal of the Fae, Balin and Michael agreed that the punishment would be fitting considering the Demons constant fighting and abuse of power. Despite Luke’s protests, the agreement was struck. Queen Eleanor arrived home to her lands, and the destruction caused there. The Demons, weakened by their lack of power were overwhelmed and fought back, unfortunately the damage they caused was already done. From this attack, the Hunters were created, and as a punishment to the Demon race, they were given lives of servitude to pay for the sins of their fathers. The deal was agreed by Queen Eleanor and Luke as a final restitution for the wrongdoings of the Demons. Demons, after this, almost disappeared from existence, and the Hunter race became more powerful than expected due to their Fae blood, so Queen Eleanor made another deal with King Balin to bind the magik of the Hunters so that their Fae blood didn’t feed their power. The deal meant that Queen Eleanor’s blood line would be cursed with the knowledge of the origin, and that the Fae would never know how they got their power, so that no others could take advantage of the well.

      “Emilia’s family are the direct descendants of Queen Eleanor, and she is the one that carries the secret her family has been cursed with since the Fae rose to power. The origin is hidden. Only the true heirs of Eleanor are able to find the path and are granted access to the resting place of the origin.”

      “That’s why they took her? To get their power back?” I lean back in my chair and pinch the bridge of my nose.

      “I would assume so. There is little other reason for the Hunters to hold her captive rather than just kill her. Except, the bearer of the secret isn’t always aware they are the bearer of the secret,” he explains, and everything falls into place. This must be why the Hunter I heard about chased her, tried to trick her heart. Emilia has always seen the good in people, even to her own disadvantage.

      “How do you know this? Both of you?” I ask, trying to make sense of it all.

      “We are direct descendants of Balin. Our bloodline has its own bound secrets. Plus, I knew her grandmother, well enough to know how the burden is passed. Always to a set of twins, but only one truly knows the secret. But the caster never knows who has been cursed with the knowledge, and usually dies shortly after passing the mantle as it were. If the Hunters have her, and they get that information from her, the world as we all know it will be brought to rubble and dust.”

      “How do we find her? I assume I was brought here for more than a history lesson?” I can’t help but be irritable at being kept in the dark for so long. Lex’s behaviors towards Emilia all now makes sense. He didn’t want me or my line cursed by this, at least I assume that is the truth of it.

      “That we can help with, but my father will want a boon. Something to bring our Courts together,” Darwen tells me, steepling his fingers under his chin.

      “What do you suggest?” I ask, my gaze bouncing between the two of them.

      “A marriage. Our sister, to the King of the Summer Court. With Emilia as your bride, the Courts of Eressea will be joined, my brother will be the official ambassador between Shani and Eressea, linking the Winter Court with us too,” Darwen says with a casual smile.

      “Do you think Erion would agree?” Lex asks, looking to me. I can’t help but wonder if he knew this was Darwen’s plan all along.

      “Erion would do it, as long as Emilia is found and returned home safe,” I tell them.

      “Then it is done. We will go to Eressea at once, I have someone who will be able to track her essence. I will bring a small guard with us with more to follow. I assume eradication is your plan?” I nod, and his smile widens. “Good. I will meet with Father quickly, and send word to my generals. Be ready in thirty minutes. It won’t take us long to get you home.”
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      Darwen was true to his word. It took an instant to arrive home. Apparently some of the Elves can bend space and time, jumping from one place to another. A gift that none of the other races have. So Darwen had us all step through, and after the churning in my stomach, in less than a few moments, we were in front of my palace.

      Cybil arrived before us almost instantly and went about ushering Darwen and his guards inside, keeping their presence as quiet as possible without even an uttering of a word from me. Sometimes I wonder if she is not my mother instead. She knows me, and the way I think, more than my true mother. I sent Lex to find Erion, and get him here quickly. I’d rather tell him the arrangement I brokered myself. It was not my place to do it, but it was needed to find Emilia, I don’t care if that makes me the villain in his story.

      My mind is still whirring with everything I was told as I make my way to my study for a moment of peace. Now that I know finding Emilia is not so far out of my grasp, it is harder to make my heart settle. All I want is her back at my side, and to dance on the entrails of the ones who held her captive.

      Emilia… Can you hear me? We’re coming for you. I am so sorry it has taken me so long.

      I try to reach her, but still, I cannot breach the wall between us. I speak to her regardless. She might be able to hear me, even if I can’t hear her, and I need her to know we have not forsaken her. While her head may understand it taking us so long, I daresay her heart is not so forgiving.

      The door bursts open and Erion Junior bursts through, squealing with glee as he flies into my arms. “Uncle Cade!” I catch him and hold him close. Breathing in his innocence for a moment before his father appears at my door.

      “I met Lex on the road, we were already on our way here,” he says, eyeing me carefully. “I hear we need to talk.”

      “That we do.”

      “I need to talk to!” Junior says, looking worried between his father and I.

      “What troubles you, Erion?” I ask the little boy who almost quivers in my lap.

      “I… I don’t know… I heard people talking about Auntie Emilia being sick, but then one of the soldiers said she was gone…” His voice trails off, and I look up to Erion who looks as confused as I do.

      “What about it?” I ask him softly.

      “Well, on the day when everyone was dressed up. I remember seeing her, she was asleep. Uncle Rohan was carrying her away,” he says quietly, and my heart stops.

      “Are you sure it was Uncle Rohan?” I ask him, trying not to sound as shaken as I feel. Surely not. Not my own brother.

      “Yes, I’m sure. He told me to shush, that we were playing a game and I mustn’t tell anyone, but then Dad has been so sad, and I thought maybe he was losing the game, and you, so I didn’t want to keep secrets anymore.”

      “That son of a…” Erion growls, pacing the room.

      “Was I bad? I’m sorry, Uncle Cade.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry for, Junior. You were very brave telling us your secret. Your dad isn’t angry at you, I promise,” I say, and the little boy looks up at me with his aunt’s eyes, and my heart crumbles again.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to shout,” Erion says, taking his son from my arms. “Thank you for telling us.”

      I push a button on my desk, and Cybil appears. “Would you mind taking Erion Junior and giving him a big bowl of ice cream. He was very brave today,” I tell her as she watches me closely.

      “Of course, come with me, Master Erion,” she says holding her hand out to him. I shake my head slightly as she looks back to me. I will tell her what she needs to know, but only when necessary. First I need to talk with Erion alone.

      Once the door closes, Erion spins to face me. “Did you know?” he seethes, and I cannot blame him, but that doesn’t stop my own rage from being stoked.

      “Of course I fucking didn’t. You think I’d have been running around like this if I did?!” I answer him as he paces around my study.

      “He has played us all for a fool. But why?” he muses, and something sparks in the back of my mind. A memory from when I was a child.

      “His father…” I utter, and Erion stills.

      “What of him?”

      “His father was not my father. I never took any notice of it, there was no need to think it anything but rumor before now, but when I was very young, there was rumor that my mother was attacked by Hunters. It was not long after that she was announced pregnant. We always believed Rohan’s father was of Summer Court, but what if he was a Hunter?”

      “You mean he’s half Hunter? That’s what this is all about?” He drops into a chair in front of my desk and rubs his eyes. “That makes no sense.”

      “Well it does, but only once you know the full story…” I start, and then go on to tell him what I have been up to the last few days. The story told to me by the Prince of the Elves, and the proposal to save his sister.

      “Holy fucking shit…” he laughs. “You’re joking right? This can’t be real life. After all of the senseless death, the in fighting, our entire histories… and this, this is the reason for everything? For our parents’ death, for your mother losing her mind—which I’m assuming was your brother’s doing too if he’s orchestrated the rest of this. She must have seen something and gone to him, it’s all I can think of. But it’s so hard to believe that Rohan is even capable of it all.”

      “Maybe he isn’t, maybe he is. Either way, we need to get your sister out of their clutches before they discover what she knows.”

      “I shudder to even think of what he might have done to her to get that information.”

      “Which is exactly why we need to move quickly,” I tell him. “I assume you have no issue with the agreement I made with Darwen.”

      He shakes his head. “If it gets my sister back, and prevents everything you’ve just said about, then no, I have no issue. Marriage for me was never about love. I never even considered it.”

      “Well then, I guess it’s time to introduce you to the Elvish Prince.”
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        * * *

      

      It didn’t take long for Lex and Darwen to appear in my study after I reached out to Lex. We explained the new information we had, and Lex looked about as shocked as Darwen.

      “It is usually those closest to us, who are more likely to betray us,” Darwen says, as if that makes everything make sense. “At least now you know.”

      “It could be coincidence,” Lex says hesitantly. “But it does make the most sense. It explains how the attacks were so focused, how they knew to get around our guard. How they got Emilia out with ease. Rohan is a prince of Eressea, few would question his actions.”

      I sigh again as I slump further down into my chair, still struggling to come to terms with the fact that my brother is behind everything. The attacks, the deaths, the insanity of it all. He was always so carefree, I can’t help but wonder how long he’s been planning this, how long he deceived me. Deceived us all.

      “I need to visit with my mother,” I tell them all as I stand. “I know she’s essentially lost her mind to the poisoning, but hopefully, now we know this, I can try and get some more information from her.”

      “Okay, while you do that, Erion, I think you should head back to your Court. You need to be as stable as possible for what is yet to come. My brother and I will continue to work with my diviner to discover your Aranal’s location.” Darwen disappears from the room while I look to Lex.

      “Aranal?” I question.

      “It means princess in the old language. It’s not spoken very often any longer, but Darwen always did like to add a little flare,” he says gruffly. “I’ll go with him, as he said, and try to track Emilia as quickly as possible, but you should both prepare yourself for what is to come. Once we find her, Darwen will not hesitate. Not with everything that is at stake.”

      He leaves the room quickly, leaving just Erion and I alone. “I guess we should do as we are bid.”

      “I guess we should,” I say, trying to smile but it feels a little off. “We will get her back, and if Rohan is truly behind this, I will kill him myself.”

      Erion nods and grasps my shoulder, “I hope that my son is wrong, and that Rohan is not behind it all, or even involved, but I know if he is, you will do what you must.”

      “I always do.”
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        * * *

      

      It doesn’t take me long to reach my mother’s rooms, it is quiet but for a low hum and the songs of her birds. This room is unchanged. Even with everything else going on, it is frozen in stasis.

      “Your Majesty,” one of the nurse maids curtseys to me as the door closes softly behind me.

      “How is she today?” I ask.

      “There is very little change, I’m afraid. She still seems to have one foot in reality and the other in a different place entirely. We are still trying, and still hopeful that we can bring her back to us. We know now the poison that was slowly killing her, driving her mad with visions. We are yet to find an antidote, but we continue to try.”

      “Very well, if you need anything to aid you, let me know. I would like to try and speak to my mother, if you and the others would give us leave.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty.” She curtseys again, and scurries to the others in here before they all rush from the room. The fear my father instilled in our people is still rife, despite the changes I have tried to put in place.

      “Mother, where are you?” I call out with a smile. She always did like to play games with us when we were small, and since she seems much gone from here, I wonder if she remembers. She floats towards me, as if she is not truly part of this world, floating through this life like a ghost of who she once was.

      “Cade, my beautiful boy. It is good to see you, even if you are shrouded in such shadow.” She pats my cheek softly before drifting back towards her flowers.

      “Mother, I need to talk to you, to ask you questions,” I say softly following along behind her, and flash back to chasing along after her as a child.

      “About your brother,” she says, the dreamy gaze still on her face.

      “Yes, how did you…?”

      “He was always fated for a darker path. I tried as much as I could to protect him from the shadows, protect him from the truth. But I know now that I failed.” Her voice is light, as if she doesn’t understand the graveness of her words.

      “His father?” I ask softly. I have learnt in my few visits to her that impatience will get me nowhere, even if she leads me in circles.

      “Dead. I was attacked while your father was away on one of his jaunts. At least, I always assumed my attacker was Rohan’s father. His hair… It could never be proven of course. So your father had the ones who attacked me hunted and killed. We never spoke of it again. It was as if it never happened at all…”

      “So he truly is half Hunter.” I sigh as I run a hand down my face. If only she’d have said something before.

      “I believe so. The path he is on, I tried to stop it. But he put a stop to it. He is the one who killed me you know. He is why I haunt the palace the way I do. He was poisoning me for longer than anyone realized. He wanted the truths inside my mind for himself, made it so that no one else would believe them. That poor girl…”

      “Have you seen her?” I ask, trying to keep the longing from my voice. I never really understood my mother’s powers. I never truly wanted to.

      “She is with the Wild Mother. I must go. It is not her that the Mother needs,” she says before she hurries over to the bed and lies down. “Find her, my darling boy. Stop your brother. The Wild Mother needs me now, for otherwise the Wild Hunt will come, unstoppable, and will turn our world to the shadows. It will swallow the world. Find her, love her. Do better than we did. Succumb to the shadows, darling boy, only you can lead them and save us all,” she utters the words, and then falls into a sleep. I shake her, desperate for more answers, something that makes more sense, but she doesn’t wake, even when I shake her and yell.

      I step back, hoping this was not our last conversation, muddled as it was. For now I will do as she said, I will find the girl who holds my heart, and stop my traitorous brother.

      No matter the cost.
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Emilia
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      I’ve been bathed, healed, and dressed all while I’ve barely registered the world around me. The tortures I have endured, all of it, has pushed me to seek refuge in my own mind. They can take my body, continue to destroy it, but they will not take me. They might think they’ve finally managed to break me, to bend me to their will, but they will never know the resting place of the origin.

      I will never give it to them.

      They might think they have won, which is why I am healed and dressed, but I know Rohan will come for me again, and when he does, he will be bitterly disappointed. Oberon is not the man I thought he was, though he seems like he is two people in one mind. Even as he tortured me until I couldn’t feel anymore, I could see the conflict appear on his face. He would step back, and almost talk to himself, and then his rage would reappear.

      I think he might be as broken as I am.

      I think Rohan broke us both.

      I sit on the bed in the new room I’m in. I slept earlier, taking advantage of the new space for the time I’m here, because I know I won’t be here long. Not once they realize I’m not as broken as they thought I was. I am definitely going to be the villain in their story, but their story isn’t the one I’m bothered about. I’m worried about the Courts, Eressea, even Shani and the lands past that. If Rohan gets the well of the origin, I despair to think of what the world will come to.

      Emilia

      I hear the voice, but I look around the room and I see no one. I move to the dirty barred window, and still nothing.

      Emilia. You must listen.

      I huff, “If I knew what to listen to, maybe I would.”

      I sit back on the bed, restlessness taking over me. I can’t sit and wait to be saved, not anymore. I don’t know what Cade has planned, though I know he’ll have something, I can’t let any of this happen.

      Emilia, you must listen!

      The edges of my vision grow black and I feel like I’m being sucked backwards, until I feel like I’m falling. I let out a silent scream as my vision turns entirely black, and the world around me fades as I freefall in the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      The black fades from my vision, but I am still in darkness. Lit only by the fires of the place I once called home. From where I stand on the cliff edge above Eressea, I can see it all.

      The fires burning.

      The lands destroyed.

      The screams of Fae as they try to escape the clutches of the Hunters and the Demons they’ve risen.

      The cries make my heart still and my blood run cold. It can’t be. He called on the Wild Hunt. The echoes of their cries pierce my consciousness and make me move. The Wild Hunt are a scary story you’re told as children to keep you in line. I never imagined that their horror would be unleashed on us. It is unruly and almost impossible to control unless you give yourself over to it. It collects souls, and once it’s unleashed, there is almost no containing it unless the one who controls it has an unrivaled strength.

      I run down the cliff, to try and help my people. To stop the massacre. Burned and dismembered bodies line the streets as I run through the city, screams call from every direction, as rivers of blood run through the streets but I have no idea where to begin. I just know this can’t happen.

      I need to do something.

      This is like every nightmare I’ve ever had come to pass upon the people and the place I was meant to protect.

      “This is what will pass if you do not keep them from discovering the truths inside your mind,” the woman’s voice wraps around me, but I am definitely alone.

      “I have no intention of letting them know my secrets,” I tell her, even though I can’t see her.

      “Your heart is weakening child. Give yourself to me, to the Wild Hunt, and we will protect the secrets of ancient pasts.”

      I don’t want to give myself to her. I have too much to live for. But at least now I know who she is.

      “Wild Mother,” is all I say, and I can practically feel her smile.

      “You think you are strong, but you will come to us, one way or another. Just hope that the Demon boy has not taken the oath and bound us to him by then. If he has dominion of the Hunt, and the knowledge you possess, this is what the world will come to.”

      The burning cities and tortured people fade from sight, and I find myself in a darkened cave, with the warm blue glow of the origin.

      “We were created out of the origin, we know its truest desires. Power above all. It calls to the Demon boy, wishing to be released. There is only one way to stop what has been foretold.”

      “No!” I turn and see Lanora rushing towards us. “Do not take her, take me. I have the power that you seek, Wild Mother.”

      “How very interesting.” The Wild Mother’s voices wraps around me once more, even though I cannot see her.

      “Lanora, why are you here?”

      “This is my fault. I should have protected you better. Protected you all. Rohan, he is lost to madness. The shadows claim him for themself. If the shadows control the origin, all is lost. I have seen it. But if you survive, you and Cade, there is hope.” She clasps my hand in hers and looks my in the eye. “Do not let the Mother take you. I have seen the world, both with you and without you. Cade… he becomes so lost, and he takes our world with him. I am already lost to our world, let me make this sacrifice for Eressea. Go back, fight. Be by his side. Always.”

      I blink at her as her words seep in to my skin. This can’t be happening.

      I can’t let her take my place here with the Wild Mother, she came for me for a reason.

      But how do I say no? How do I let go of Cade and all of the hopes and dreams I have visioned?

      “Okay,” I utter quietly, hardly believing I’m agreeing to this. If it is even real at all.

      “I will see you again soon, girl.” The Wild Mother’s haunting voice leaves me cold, and Lanora fades from sight, the warmth from where she held my hand the only proof I have that she was here with me at all.

      I look down at the origin, wishing there were some way to contain it. They said it called to Rohan, I wonder if this is what drove him to do what he has done. Even if we stop him, if we cannot contain the origin, will we be doomed to just repeat this all over again?

      The answers to which you seek lie where it all began.

      The words appear to have come from the origin itself. Which seems entirely nonsensical, but at this point, I’m not sure what truly makes sense any longer.
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      I’ve not been able to get my mother’s ramblings from my mind. Even while I’ve been consulting with Lex and Darwen on how to attack the hold where the Hunters have Emilia, because they found her.

      But what they also found is an almost impenetrable fortress inside a mountain, protected by magik. Darwen is still convinced he can just step in and out, but that doesn’t solve the issue of the Hunters. And we need a distraction, especially if my brother is leading them. He won’t have left her unguarded, he won’t underestimate her, or me. The downside to your enemy being the person you thought was closest to you.

      Maybe Edi was right all those years ago, even as mad as he was, he never would have become what Rohan has. Maybe the wrong man died that day. Maybe Emilia was right.

      I head back to my study, Darwen, Lex and I have spent the last two days in there trying to work out how to get Emilia out, without injury to her, and how we can eradicate the Hunters. They were never meant to be, that much is obvious from what Darwen told me. I have no issue being the bad guy if it means my people are safe.

      “Morning!” Darwen beams as I enter the room. “I did it.”

      “What does that even mean?” I ask as I head to the coffee pot that smells fresh.

      “He means, like the idiot he is, he stepped through to the fortress and then came back. Undetected and without issue,” Lex grumbles, and I still.

      “You did it?” I ask, despite what they just said, slightly stunned. “Are you sure you were undetected?”

      “I am, I took a walk through, stayed out of sight. No alarms were raised, no one had a clue I was there.” He flings his arms out beside him, childish in his excitement, but I don’t blame him.

      “That means…” I start, and he jumps to his feet.

      “That means we can go and get your Aranal. It means that we just need to co-ordinate the attack on the Hunters. We can get her with ease.” He practically bounces as he says the words, and for the first time in longer than I want to think about, I smile a real smile.

      “Did you see my brother while you were there?” I ask, hating having to say the words.

      “I did not. There seemed to be quite a lack of numbers, which could be bad news if we don’t know where those Hunters are. I did hear some talk of the Wild Hunt though…”

      “He wouldn’t, surely he isn’t so desperate that he’d resort to that?” I ask no one in particular, but Lex grimaces.

      “I think we ought not underestimate the lengths he would go to. He has to realize that we know, I can’t think of another reason he hasn’t been back to the palace. But if he does know, that means we have a leak of information somewhere too, which means we need to be very careful about what we say, and to who,” Lex says to us both, and my smile slips. I should have known better than to think things were finally turning to our luck.

      “Does anyone beyond Cybil know you and your men are here?” I ask Darwen.

      He looks me over and shakes his head, “No, we have stayed out of sight. We are very good at keeping to the shadows.”

      “Good, we at least have that on our side. Even if you’ve been seen, no one here would have any idea who you all are, and Cybil won’t have told a soul,” I say, and let out a deep breath. “How long do you think until we can be ready to attack?”

      “The rest of my men are due to arrive in just another moon cycle, I think tomorrow night would be the best time to keep the fact that my men are here under wraps. We can blanket an encampment in shadows near the shore, and then march after they have the day to rest,” he tells me, looking back down at the map spread out on my desk. I notice the new details he’s added since his little trip. While I’m happy it was successful, I half want to run him through with my sword for risking Emilia like that.

      A shrill alarm sounds, and my hand instantly goes to my sword at my side, as Lex jumps to attention.

      “What the fuck is that?” Darwen shouts, clasping his hands over his ears—I always forget that the Elves’ hearing is much more sensitive than ours.

      “There’s an attack,” Lex tells him before looking to me and rushing from the room, shutting the door as he goes.

      “Where is he going and why the fuck does he think we’re going to stay here?” Darwen looks at me incredulously.

      “Because that’s protocol. Royals must be contained,” I tell him rolling my eyes. I never much cared for the rules, I’d rather be standing with my men defending against whatever is coming.

      “Stupid fucking rules. Put us all in one place, make us easier to kill,” Darwen mutters. “Come on, boy king. We’ve got intruders to keep back.” He whistles and the few men he bought with him pop into the room, literally out of thin air, each armed to the teeth with wide smiles. “Let’s go spill some blood, shall we?”

      At his words, he clasps my shoulder and the world turns black for a moment, before I find myself outside the palace, near the tents where we’ve had our displaced people staying and there is madness.

      The Hunters are attacking the palace.

      Again.

      I look to Darwen, who shrugs and jumps into the foray, his men move with him, essentially blocking the path from here to the palace, and attacking with vigor. I draw my sword and join their ranks.

      The Hunters won’t take anything more from me.

      Not now or ever again.
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        * * *

      

      Thanks to Darwen and his men, we lost very few lives, but all of the Hunters were either slain or caught. Which is why I find myself back in the palace dungeons, watching with Darwen as Lex extracts information from the Hunter we caught.

      “Why were you sent?” Lex asks as he carves a piece of flesh from the bound Hunter, but the Hunter just laughs.

      “This was nothing more than a distraction, and a message. That we can reach you whenever we want. There isn’t anything you can do about it. Your brother sends his regards,” the Hunter says to me, confirming all of our suspicions. “He said it would be fun to fuck with you, while he has your bride fucked with. Literally.”

      I take the blade from Lex and place the tip on the Hunter’s chest over his heart while he continues to laugh. I push the blade in slowly, and his eyes bulge as I do. “Well, since you all enjoy fucking so much, I’ll make sure to fuck you slowly with this blade.”

      I push until the blade in to the hilt, and blood runs from the Hunter’s mouth. “You will never win. He broke her already. He knows what he needs.” He laughs as blood bubbles in the corners of his mouth before his head droops, the life leaving him.

      “We better hope he’s wrong,” Darwen says solemnly. “My men arrive tonight, but we won’t be ready to move until tomorrow.”

      “I guess we have no choice but to hope.”
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        * * *

      

      After Darwen and a handful of his men made a trip to Erion to ensure their Court was safe, Lex and I did as much as we could to help the injured, and start with the damage control as was needed. Upon their return, it was little more than a waiting game and trying to ensure that the damage caused by the attack was on its way to repair before the rest of Darwen’s men arrived.

      Once the moon was high in the sky, we made our way to the water’s edge where we could see the ships in the distance, blanketed by fog, keeping their advances as hidden as we could. The thought of waiting a whole day until we went to the Hunters’ fortress made me want to bleed things, but I keep myself in check. Slow and steady is how we’re going to win this race.

      I just need to keep myself in check. Only my personal guard are with us, the rest of the Fae guard are stationed at the Courts to help try and prevent any further attacks. I’ve also tried to keep my absence as much of a secret as we can. If we do have a leak of information that’s reaching Rohan, I don’t want to give him chance to prepare… Or worse.

      It doesn’t take long for the boats to dock, and at least three hundred Elves appear on our shores before the boats glide back out to the mist. We march with them for almost an hour, until we’re about a half hour march from the Hunters’ stronghold. I end up on the edge of organized chaos as they erect their camp, preparing to stay hidden overnight and tomorrow until we are ready to attack. A group of Elves, dressed as mages rather than warriors, circle the camp, and I feel their magik ripple around us, removing sight of the camp from any eyes that might stumble across us.

      I lose track of time as the camp takes shape, and find myself ushered to a large tent along with Darwen and Lex, and some of the others who have been here since the beginning, just as the sun begins to rise.

      “You need to rest,” Lex tells me as he settles into the camp bed set up by the door. “Tonight will come before you know it, and you need to be ready for anything.”

      “What if we’re too late?” I ask quietly as I sit on the bed opposite him.

      “You can’t think like that. But if we are, then we will deal with it. First we need to do as we planned. Extract Emilia, and eliminate as many of the Hunter forces as we can. Bray is in command back at the palace, he will keep everyone safe. You need to get your head on straight so that you don’t end up with a blade in your heart.”

      “I want my brother. If he is there, then he is mine,” I tell him as I lay back on the hard bed and stare at the tarped ceiling.

      “Are you sure?”

      “More sure than I’ve been about anything in a while. If he is behind this, if it all really is as black and white as it seems, I should be the one to end it.”
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        * * *

      

      I wake as dusk begins, and the stirring of the camp sends a rush of adrenaline through me.

      Tonight we seek justice.

      Tonight I get her back.

      Tonight, I find out if my brother is truly lost.

      I spring from the bed, noting that I’m the last one still asleep in the tent, and upon emerging I discover half of the camp is already packed away. Darwen pops up in various parts of the camp, before disappearing, I assume taking the supplies back to Shani. I find Lex with Darwen’s most trusted men pouring over the map of the stronghold once more.

      “Are we nearly ready?” I ask, both anxious and excited about what is to come.

      “We are. Once the camp is broken down, the mages will remove the masking from the site, and use it to cover us until we want to be seen. Darwen will enter the hold as we attack the three gates. Once Darwen has Emilia, he’ll take her back to the Winter Palace, then return here, despite our requests otherwise. Then, well you know the rest. Eradicate the Hunters, capture is not the plan.” Lex’s voice is unwavering. I am not so foolish to think that there might be some good among the Hunters, I don’t even have any discontent towards halfbreeds… but those who wish to topple the foundations of our world? They have to be destroyed. No matter the cost.

      I look up as the moon rises in the sky, and a whistle keels out amongst the camp, bringing everyone to silence. Darwen appears, standing atop a fallen tree, and speaks to his men. “Tonight is the start of a journey that should have been completed long ago. Tonight, we offer a hand of friendship to our kin across the narrow sea. Tonight we bathe in blood, so that tomorrow can be born from it. Let us ride, and trust the earth to protect us as it trusts us!”

      A war cry rallies, and I can’t help but wonder if the mages mask covers sounds, because if the Hunters heard this, they will know we are coming. But I join the war cry regardless, and raise my sword as I run with the Elves towards the stronghold.

      Darwen disappears when the stronghold comes into sight and the groups branch off. I stay heading for the main door. If I know anything about my brother, it’s that he’ll be parading his power around like an over hungry child. He’ll be holding court of his own somewhere. He is my main focus. I know the Elves will deal with the Hunters. I know Darwen will find Emilia.

      It’s my responsibility to deal with my brother, and yet some part of me still hopes that the Hunter was lying. That my mother was wrong. That Rohan isn’t behind all of this death and destruction, all just for a power that he already has.

      The mages rip the mask from us as we reach the stronghold gates. Elves scale the walls, while others batter the gate. It doesn’t take long to infiltrate.

      They weren’t expecting us.

      I don’t pay attention to the slaughter happening in the courtyard of the hold, I head inside, dodging swords and errant Hunters, all who are trying to give as good as they’re getting while the Elves massacre. I follow Darwen’s instructions that he laid out for me of the basic layout of the place, and head for the heart of it. Near where Emilia is. Where I imagine I’ll find my brother.

      I cut through the Hunters that try to stop me, trying not to grow frustrated as the minutes rush by, each one giving Rohan a chance to escape.

      By the time I reach the main hall Darwen told me about, I hear Rohan before I see him.

      “Move out of my way! We must take her and find safety,” Rohan shouts, though I cannot see at who.

      “I will not move. If you hurt her any more, she will die. If you use your magik on me again to make me hurt her, I will tear your head from your body. I will not be a puppet for you. That was not the deal we made,” the other voice shouts. I can only hope Darwen already has her far from here, so that they’re arguing over nothing, but more than hope, rage flows through my veins.

      Whatever they did to her, I will make them feel a thousand times more pain than that.

      I edge down the hall, and see Rohan facing off with a Hunter.

      “Oberan, I will not ask again. Move.”

      “You never asked the first time,” the Hunter says, and lunges for my brother. Somehow the Hunter appears to be defending Emilia. It doesn’t make sense to me, but I hold back. The last thing I want is to face both of them, and have them both turn on me. Fickle is the heart of the Fae and Demons.

      “She is mine!” Rohan roars as he plunges his blade through the chest of the Hunter, who goes still, and smiles down at Rohan’s sword.

      “She is already gone. I just needed to give her time. The Wild Mother will take me, and you will be lost and forgotten.” The Hunter’s last words are barely more than a breath as he falls to the ground. Rohan roars in the hall, panting after his fight with the Hunter.

      I move out of my spot and walk towards him. “Oh, brother, how the mighty have fallen.”
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      The light above me flickers in and out. I’ve lost track of how long I’ve been here. There’s no natural light, no windows, no indication of day or time, and I feel so lost. Everything I thought I knew has been completely turned to dust, and I feel like I’m floating out in the atmosphere with no anchor.

      Rohan.

      Oberon.

      Two people I trusted, both betrayed me in a way I never saw coming, and I can’t help but blame myself for being so stupid. So, I don’t cry out when the pain begins. I don’t give them what they want, because the fate of our world rests on them not having the pieces of the puzzle. They want to unlock my mind, but there is nothing there for them, I have locked away what it is they want. I think at this point they’re too desperate to believe they were wrong, and so they continue to try to break me. What they don’t know is that my father broke me long ago. I was only just starting to rebuild myself, but their games and hurt, they only scratch the surface of what I’ve been through before.

      Not that they could know that.

      Though if they looked into my memories like they’re trying to, they’d see. But they don’t want that, they only want the thing they’re searching for. A thing I can’t give them. Though the Hunters and magik users they’ve brought in to try and unlock my mind have seeked desperately. They might have destroyed my body, ravaged it in a way I have mostly blocked out, but they will never have my mind. My essence.

      That I offered up to a different being, and was rejected. The Wild Mother took Lanora instead of me, and I can’t help but feel guilty about it. Even though she offered herself in my place.

      My only hope is Cade. Words I never thought I’d say. I hope to fate that he is searching for me, but I also know how much devastation he has suffered recently, how much devastation our lands have suffered, and our losses. We are not the force we once were, unless he has called for outside help. I know that duty and the people of our Courts come first, but that doesn’t stop the aching in my heart. My head hangs down as I try not to let hopelessness drown me.

      The screeching of metal on metal lets me know my door is open, and I hear the shouts before I see anyone.

      “Come on, Aranel. This is no place for you. I see now why my brother is so besotted with you, even in so much pain, the light in you…” I look up into the violet eyes of a stranger, filled with so much warmth and compassion it makes me want to cry. His accent and voice throw me, he couldn’t possibly be…

      He flicks his hand and I am no longer bound, but I have almost no strength. I try to stand, and fall, but he catches me. I wince from the pain of the multitude of sins that have been cut into my body. The bruises and open wounds scream at his touch, and yet, the pain feels numbed, as if he takes it from me.

      “Close your eyes, Aranel. This might feel a little strange.” He lifts me into his arms, my pain still almost non-existent, and for some reason, I trust him. I close my eyes, and then I feel it. The wind rushing around me, but there is nothing but silence. My stomach heaves as we jolt, and then it’s as if there is a pop, and sound returns. The stranger puts my feet on the ground while I settle my stomach as the pain floods my system once more.

      “Emilia! Oh thank the fates.” I open my eyes and realize I’m in the palace, in the front hall. Cybil dashes towards me, and I flinch as she reaches me. “You poor girl, look at you. I can’t even imagine.” She skims over the scars and bleeding wounds that grace my skin, and the torn tatters of what was meant to be my wedding dress. Her eyes glisten, but she does not let her tears fall, and I wonder how bad my reflection must be. “Come, let’s get you to your room. Darwen, would you mind?”

      My kind stranger smiles and shakes his head. “Of course not, Miss Cybil.”

      He leans down, and graces me another small smile, his long dark hair spilling forward. “Is that okay, Aranel?”

      “My name is not Aranel,” I murmur.

      “I am aware, to my people it means Princess.” I nod my head, taking it in but still weary of everyone crowding in the hall, wondering if they could have been working with Rohan. I have no idea who this wonderful stranger is, but something in me trusts him implicitly. I lock my arms around his neck, and he lifts me. I eye Cybil as she watches us, ushering him to my room. She shoos away the rest of the people watching, and it occurs to me I haven’t seen any of the Royals. I have no idea how this stranger found me. I know nothing other than I’m free.

      “Did you… did you take my pain?” I whisper as he walks with me in his arms.

      “Just one of my tricks, Aranel. I am glad it can bring you some relief.”

      The kind stranger lowers me onto the bed, so I can perch on the edge. “Thank you. I’m so sorry. I don’t even know your name.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for, Aranel. I am just glad we were successful in finding you. I am Darwen, Prince of Shani.” He bows before me, and my shock at his announcement paralyses me.

      “Shani? But…”

      “What can I say, Aranel. Your King is a very persuasive and passionate man.”

      “My King? You mean Cade? Where is he? What is happening? Does he know about Rohan? Oh my fates.” I feel breathless as the memories flood me, and my panic overwhelms me as the darkness takes me away once again.
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        * * *

      

      I open my swollen eyes and look up into the concerned face of Darwen. He helps me sit up slowly and I take a minute to acclimate. It’s taking a little while for me to realize that this is real.

      “Oh you poor child. Come on, let’s get you cleaned and healed. Darwen, will you be going to his Majesty?”

      “Yes Miss Cybil. I fear that your King is not yet ready for our alliance to be over. I will go to him now and let him know of our success.” He smiles at her before turning back to me. “Take care, Aranel. We will meet again.”

      “No, wait, please. I want to go back. I want to fight. After what those bastards did to me, I want to give them back a taste of their own fucking bullshit medicine.”

      “I will come back for you, Aranal, even if your King is not happy. But first let me go and tell him that you are free, and that you are joining the fight. I will be back in less than an hour.”

      “Thank you, Darwen.”

      “A good King knows a warrior when he sees one, and you, Aranel, have more fight that I think even you realize.”

      With a bow, his body shimmers out of sight right before me. I blink and realize that’s how he got me here. I didn’t even know that the Elves had powers even close to that. Cybil places a hand gently on my shoulder, and I can’t help but wince at her touch.

      She peels the dirty tatters of fabric from my beaten and bruised body, and I can see that she tries not to cry as she does so. I try not to flinch at her touch, so as not to prolong this new small torture. Once I am free from the fabric, she darts into the bathroom and I hear the taps run.

      “I’ve added the healing herbs, along with some pain relief elixir. I hope it is enough. I’m not sure what we can do about the already healed wounds, but it might help them heal further and fade.” She says with such sorrow in her voice. She approaches me with such caution, and waves to my hair. “I think there might be some clips left in this, let me grab a brush and some oils, so we can fix your hair while you bathe.”

      I smile at her softly. I think she is more pained than I am at this moment, so I nod for her to unpin what’s left in my hair. I hadn’t realized how many were still in there until the relief now.

      “Thank you, Cybil,” I croak, my voice still husky from my screams before its lack of use.

      “Nothing to thank me for, now then, let’s get you in the shower to rinse off before we get you in this healing bath. Cade will be back before long I’m sure, and I’d hate for him to see you like this.” I stand shakily and take her hand. I don’t even think of the state of me when I see him. I step in the mild water stream, my legs shaky. I rinse off and try not to pay attention to the blood and dirt that washes away, reminders of everything that happened, of the ones I thought that loved me, that betrayed me in the end, when it really mattered. I shut the water off when it runs clear, unsure whether my legs will hold on much longer.

      Cybil takes my hand as I step out and walks me to the bath tub. She helps me as I lower into the fragrant water, and I hiss as the heat meets my open wounds. I just wish this bath could heal more than my body. I will never unsee some of the things they made me see. While I know it was an illusion, watching the same thing again and again, it being my fault… it’s not something I’ll ever forget. I sit back in the large tub, and Cybil grabs a jug and starts rinsing my hair. Her gentle touch as she washes it brings tears to my eyes, the action reminding me of something my mother once did when I was younger. I haven’t had chance to come to terms with the losses of the people around me, Lily, my mother, my father, even if they weren’t the people they once were, I know they loved me once. Though, I also thought the same of Rohan and Oberon. I guess I will never really know the truth of it all. I haven’t seen either of them for what feels like forever.

      “Are you okay, miss Emilia?” Cybil asks as she rinses my hair again.

      “I’ll be fine, thank you. I’m starting to feel better already.” I smile at her, and I can feel the healing of my torn and beaten skin already accelerated by the elixir in the bath.
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      “The fall was not that far, no one ever lifted me high enough for it to be of any consequence, but every person who overlooked me will regret their decisions. I have called to the Wild Mother; the Hunt will be mine. I will take the origin, by force if I need to. The time for reckoning is here.” Rohan speaks as if he were addressing the court, but he looks as if he has gone mad.

      “I won’t let you do it. Our people deserved better than this. They deserve a time of peace. Of happiness.” I move towards him hesitantly, trying to get close enough that this won’t go on for long. I don’t want to drag out my brother’s death, though I know it is inevitable, I do not cherish the thought of it.

      “They are not my people!” he spits. “I have been looked down upon and dismissed my entire life. All because I wasn’t like them. The truth of it, I discovered not all that long ago, is that I truly wasn’t like them. I was better. My blood line is ancient, from some of the highest ranking demons. They are my people. They deserve what was stolen from them.”

      “Rohan, don’t you see that they are using you to get what they want.” I sigh, and I edge closer, trying not to set him off too badly.

      “Maybe they are, but I’m using them too. Once I have the origin, and the Wild Hunt, I will be unstoppable.” He laughs manically, and it sends a shiver down my spine.

      “You know I’m not going to let that happen, little brother. This needs to end. So many innocent lives have been lost. To the wars of our father, and now to your own clamber for power. This all needs to end.”

      “The only way this ends, is when my heart stops beating. And you don’t have it in you to do it. You’re too weak, too emotional. Too sentimental. You’d rather lock me away than kill me. Which is why you will lose.” His words strike a chord. He’s not wrong, I’d rather not kill him, he’s my little brother, but after everything he has done. To Emilia, to our mother, to our people. I might not want this ending, but I am more than ready to execute it.

      I pull my sword from its sheath at my hip, and my brother laughs again. “You will not beat me, Cade. All you are doing is signing your own death certificate.”

      “So be it.” I lunge towards him and he meets my sword with his own, but I watch as surprise flits across his face. He truly didn’t think I would fight him. Little does he know about the amassed rage inside of me. If I thought about it, I’d have noticed just how distant he has been. How much he hasn’t been my brother for quite some time.

      I push it all from my mind, now isn’t the time for distractions and what ifs.

      Now is the time to end this.

      We parry back and forth. He’s obviously been training with the Hunters here, he was never this good with a sword. And just for a moment, the fact that I might not win this flashes across my mind, but I push it back. I slip in the puddle of blood from the fallen Hunter in the hall with us, and Rohan uses it to his advantage, swapping from defending himself to going on the offensive.

      My arm shakes as I block the arch of his swing and his sword clashes with mine. Gritting my teeth, I block and defend as well as I know how. That’s when I realize he’s just trying to tire me.

      Fuck no.

      I drop to the ground and roll towards him, jumping up to surprise him, but all I see is his grin as pain floods my entire body.

      “You are too predictable brother,” he whispers, his face so close to mine. I feel a thick liquid dribble from the corner of my mouth as he steps backwards, pulling his sword with him, slick with my blood. “I’ve studied you for years, and still, you use the same moves. I wish it didn’t have to be this way. You could have been on my side. But you were never on my side, not really.”

      I look down and see the blood blooming on my chest as my knees give way and I fall to the ground.

      “Rohan… you don’t have to do this.” My words barely have any sound as I try to speak.

      “It is already done,” he says as he looms above me. “Revenge drives me, I was always going to best you. You underestimated me, as you always have done. That is what caused your death, brother. Your new friends will die as you have, as will all that stand against me. There will be a new order, and I will be its king.”

      My vision starts to blur as I feel my blood slip from my body. I can only hope that Emilia got away. That Darwen and Lex can do what I could not. I hear his footsteps as he walks away from me, echoing off of the stone walls as he leaves me to die alone.
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      I open my eyes, all traces of pain gone, and blink at my surroundings. I’m no longer in the hall where Rohan left me to die alone, but I don’t have any fucking idea where it is I am.

      “Took you long enough, boy. Time to wake, you have things you need to do.” The woman’s voice wraps around me like a warm blanket, and I stand slowly. I move towards the blue glow at the center of the room when I see her.

      “Who are you?” I ask hesitantly.

      “You already know who I am, boy. I am your only saving grace.” Her haughty laugh makes me stand taller.

      “Wild Mother…” I say softly, barely daring to say the words. Stories of the Wild Mother and her Hunt haunted me as a child. My father would delight in telling me stories of their terror and the devastation they left in their wake. The Hunt that would take souls, human, Fae, Elf, any soul would do, but once it had you, you would be trapped forever. The Hunt is a wild beast, only barely controlled by the Wild Mother, but if their power is summoned and a deal struck… There is no point in war against the Hunt. You would only ever lose.

      “You see. I told you that you knew. Now then, shall we move quickly onto why we are here, before the tainted one tries to take the reins of my life.” She bangs the walking cane in her hand on the floor, and light floods the room. I see Rohan still fighting against the Elves. Emilia back in her rooms at the palace. My mother asleep, blissfully unaware. Lex, stood over my body, pressing against the wound in my chest, trying to stop the last of my blood escaping my body. If only he weren’t already too late

      “You can’t do this. I already gave myself to you.” My mother’s shrill voice rings around the cavern as the light recedes.

      “Mother?”

      “Cade, you stay out of this. If anyone is going to stop your brother, it will be me.”

      “You would wish you all dead?” The Wild Mother asks, and my mother’s gaze swings to me.

      “It cannot be…” she gasps.

      “I do not lie!” The Mother’s voice booms around us. “And we are running out of time.”

      “What do I need to do?” I ask as I turn back to the Wild Mother.

      “I am offering you something I have not offered anyone since it was offered to me. I owe a debt to one of the Hunters aligned to your brother. I cannot refuse his request. But if you agree, and take over the reins of the Hunt, my debt will not pass to you. But it does mean there is no going back. You will live in the realm of the Wild Hunt, your soul will be tethered to it for eternity, unless you choose to relinquish the power, at which point, your soul will cease to be.”

      “You cannot ask this of him. Take me,” my mother pleads, but the Wild Mother does not even acknowledge her.

      “It must be you. You are the only one who can withstand the temptation of the Hunt. It takes a strong heart not to let it take you over.”

      “And if I do this, I can stop my brother? I can save my people? Save Emilia?”

      “If you do this, you don’t answer to anyone, you can do all of that and more if you wish,” she tells me, and I hear my mother weep.

      “You will release my mother? Allow her to go back to her life?”

      “I will do better than that. I will make her as she once was,” the Wild Mother agrees, and I nod my head.

      “Then do it. I agree to your terms. I will take over the reins of the Wild Hunt, tie myself to it for eternity, and ensure my brother’s demise.”

      “All you have to do is wish it, and the Hunt will follow your desire,” she tells me, and I nod, hoping that I have a semblance of control.

      “So be it,” she says with a clap of her hands. The blue glow in the middle of the room grows larger until it takes everything from sight, and I feel as if I am falling.
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        * * *

      

      As I open my eyes, my entire body aches, but I’m not in pain. I ache with power, and everything hits me.

      The Wild Mother is gone. I am in charge of the Hunt now, but I have no fucking idea what I’m doing.

      Just wish it and the Hunt will be yours to control. That’s what she said, but now I’m here, a part of the Hunt, I wonder if it will be so simple. I feel a tug in my mind, and my heart pangs.

      Emilia.

      I don’t even want to think about the fact that I left her behind. Everything I have done has been for her, and everything I do now will be too. Now I have the power to keep her truly safe, I intend to use it. I wasn’t strong enough before, but now, nothing will stop me. I’ll destroy the entire of Eressea, hell, the entire fucking realm if that’s what it takes.

      The realm of the Hunt is both more and less than I thought it would be. It’s like a dark version of home, but I can feel all of the souls here, the hundreds of thousands of souls, some Fae, some Elven, some human, and some are… other. I try not to think about it too much because right now I’m not sure what that will do.

      What I want right now, is to end this tirade of my brother’s. I do as the Wild Mother instructed. I follow what I want, until my body burns with the power of the Hunt. When I open my eyes, the dark open space that was there is full of people, warriors, armed and looking to me for direction. But somehow I know I don’t need to say a thing except, “Let’s Hunt.”

      A roar goes up, loud enough to have once made my ears bleed, and then I feel the fall once again, but it’s more controlled this time.

      In a blink, I’m back at the stronghold. The Elves are giving as good as they’ve got, but my brother and his Hunters have more drive, more passion. Without a word, the Hunt rushes forward, knowing by my sheer will who to attack and who not to. I move through the crowd like wind, using the blade at my side to cut through every Hunter in sight until I find him again.

      “No! You were dead!” Rohan screams. His is the only soul we won’t collect today. I want him to suffer for everything that he’s done, and he wouldn’t suffer in the Hunt. His soul can go to the wasteland.

      “I am dead, brother. You killed me,” I say, tilting my head as I smile, watching the color drain from his face as he realizes what I have become.

      “It isn’t possible,” he says, shaking his head as his eyes widen.

      “Better, it’s real. You wanted the Hunt, you’ve got it.” I grin as I dart forward with my blade, faster now than I was before. One upside of being dead, I guess. A skill like I’ve never known floods through my veins, and it’s like I can see his moves before he makes them. It is easy to see now why the Hunt never loses. “You might as well surrender, little brother, you know you cannot win.”

      Realization dawns on his face as he tries to block my attack, but I fake a swing, and jab my smaller blade into his heart.

      There’s almost poetry to the symmetry of it all.

      “Take me,” he pleads as he falls to the ground. “Please.”

      “Never,” I snarl, and push him away from me. I can feel the power growing within me with each new fallen soul that joins the Hunt. I stand and watch as the life leaves my brother’s eyes. Rejecting his soul when it calls to me. The most bittersweet feeling. A roar sounds when the Hunters have Fallen, and I know it’s time to go.

      I only wish I could see her one last time and tell her just how much I loved her.
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      Something is wrong.

      I can just feel it. I don’t know how I know, but I know. It’s been too long since Darwen left me here, he was meant to come back and get me. I’ve been losing my mind, pacing in my room, trying to pass the time. Thanks to my healing bath, I feel almost as good as new. Physically anyway.

      I just want to see Cade. I want to know he’s okay, because there’s this feeling inside of me that tells me everything is about to change, and all I want is to get back to how we were before Rohan’s insanity. I just want to be with him. He is the only place I’ve ever really felt safe. Felt like I can be myself. I don’t want to lose that.

      A knock at the door brings me back to reality from my dark thoughts, and my hopes life when I see Darwen, but then I take in the look on his face, and Lex behind him.

      “No,” I gasp, my hand covering my mouth. “No, don’t say it.”

      “I am so sorry, Aranel,” Darwen says moving into the room, and he catches me as my knees give way. Tears run down my face as sobs wrack my body. “We didn’t know until after.”

      “Where is he?” I ask.

      “His body is being prepared, you do not want to see him like this,” Lex tells me as he closes the door softly behind him. “There is more…”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “Rohan is also dead… Cade, he, well, he was seen with the Wild Hunt,” Lex explains, and my eyes go wide, my shock stopping my tears. How is that even possible?

      “He was taken by the Hunt?” I ask, and they both shake their heads. I take a seat on the edge of the bed, and look at them both. I can see as they both try to think of how to say whatever it is they’re going to say, when the door to my room bursts open and Lanora barges in.

      “She wouldn’t take me!” she cries and falls into Lex’s waiting arms. My confusion must be obvious, because she takes a deep breath and wipes her tears before turning to face me again. “The Wild Mother, she wouldn’t take me. She took Cade instead.”

      “Lanora, maybe we should get you back to bed,” Cybil’s voice coos as she appears in my doorway.

      “Absolutely not. I am clear of poison, and clear of mind. I am merely distraught that both of my sons are gone!” she scolds, and Cybil’s eyes go wide. I guess she didn’t know. How awful for her to find out in such a way, she loved both of them as if they were her own sons. She swallows as tears prick her eyes, nodding, before turning and fleeing from my room.

      “What do you mean, she took Cade?” Lex asks, and Lanora explains to them the vision that I assumed was a dream. Our time with the Wild Mother, her offering herself, and being accepted, only to be denied upon Cade’s demise.

      “How is this even possible?” Darwen asks.

      “Anything is possible, she is… was, the Wild Mother,” Lanora snaps.

      “Lanora, it is not his fault Cade and Rohan are dead. He is only asking a question.”

      “You’re right, it’s not his fault. It’s yours. I told you that you would be the demise of our family.”

      “Lanora!” Lex barks, and she blushes. Huh, maybe I missed something there…

      “Sorry, sorry. Emilia, it is not your fault, it is Rohan’s, but I did see that your presence would be the tipping point, so I am sorry, even though I’m not entirely wrong,” she says, holding her head high. I guess that’s the best apology I’m going to get. Not that it matters.

      Cade is gone.

      I don’t think it’s hit me fully yet. The shock of everything is holding back the wave of emotions I know is going to crash down on me soon.

      I get lost inside my own mind. What do I do now? Where do I go from here? Can I really go back to the Summer Court and do my duty, be who I’m supposed to be? Act as if nothing else really matters.

      I crawl beneath the covers, fully dressed, ignoring the three people in my room who are still talking quietly, and let the hopelessness wash over me.
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      I wake up stiff, my eyes are swollen and my entire body aches. I don’t know how much time has passed since I crawled beneath the covers, but I know that I’ve been left alone, to grieve in peace. I do know that I need to get out of this bed. Cade wouldn’t want this for me, and I don’t want to miss his memorial. I won’t forgive myself if I miss it.

      So I climb from the bed, strip out of my clothes, and step beneath a scalding hot shower. I wash away the grime of the last day or so, and hide that piece of myself that holds Cade so close. I know I won’t survive if I don’t tuck it away. Our world doesn’t allow for weakness, and right now, I am the furthest from strong that I have ever been. I lean my forehead against the tile and just stand under the water, letting it beat down on me until I know I can be around people without breaking down.

      I am Emilia Daarke. Princess of the Summer Court. There are expectations, and as much as I want to tell people to shove their expectations, I know that Eressea needs stability. So for now, my Court comes first. Which is exactly why I pry myself away from the safety of my shower and prepare myself for the day. I wear white in honor of Cade, and weave a white ribbon through the crown I braid onto my head.

      Just as I finish the final touches to my make-up, a knock sounds at the door, and I see Erion’s face.

      “Hey, little sister,” he says softly as he enters the room. I take a deep breath and look up to the ceiling. Seeing him shouldn’t make me want to cry, but it does. He lost his best friend. Again.

      “Hey, big brother,” I say as he moves towards me and I stand, hugging him as tightly as he holds me. We stand in silence like that for a few minutes before he pulls back.

      “Sorry I wasn’t here before now,” he starts, and I wave him off.

      “Don’t, you have an entire Court to run. I’ve been wallowing. It’s fine,” I tell him, trying to smile, putting on the face for him that I’ve been working on for the people of the courts.

      “Nothing about any of this is fine,” he sighs and drops onto the chair by my bed as I sit back on my dresser stool. “But there is one thing I can do…”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, confused.

      “Emilia, he is the Hunt. He took over from the Wild Mother,” he tells me, and I nod.

      “I know, Darwen already told me that much.”

      “You don’t understand… Emilia, you could join him in the Hunt if you wanted. Nobody else knows yet that you survived being taken.” I lean back against my dressing table at his words.

      “I…” I start and then close my mouth. Could I really just leave everything behind to go and be with the man I love. Even if it’s not a way we ever expected. “Is that even truly possible?”

      “There isn’t much I know about the Hunt, Emilia. But we all know it collects souls. If Cade can hand himself over to it, so can you.” He runs a hand down his face, and I can see how much it hurts him to even have this conversation.

      “I couldn’t do that to you, Erion. You’ve lost so much already. You’ve been away for so long.”

      “Emilia, I can’t and won’t be the reason you decide to stay. I have a Court to run, a new wife to be, and a son who takes up my time. Of course I will miss you, but I will be busy and distracted enough without you. If this is what you want, what will make you happy, then do it. You’ve been through so much, suffered more than any one person should, so if you choose this, of course I will miss you, but I will also understand.”

      “Erion, I… I wouldn’t even know where to start,” I tell him, trying not to be too hopeful.

      “You start where it all began, at the origin,” he says, and my eyes go wide. “Yeah, I had a real good talk with the Elven Prince.”

      “Of course you did. If I go, the origin will be lost, I won’t share its location. Our family will no longer be cursed.”

      “I think that is probably for the best. As for the curse, I’m Royal, I’ll always be cursed,” he winks at me, and I can’t help but laugh.

      “I don’t know if that’s true. I think you could be the change of things. Being Royal doesn’t have to mean what it always has, though I’m not sure what the Winter Court will do now…”

      “Let us worry about that. It’s time for you to be happy, Emilia,” he says with a soft smile and I nod.

      “I think you’re right. I need to change, I have a journey to make,” I tell him and stand up to hug him again. “Thank you, Erion. For everything. What will you tell people?”

      “I’ll tell them the truth, that you died along with Cade. That you’re with him. And that we’ll rebuild the Courts stronger in honor of the sacrifices made.”
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      It doesn’t take me long to change, into all black—because sneaking around in white might be a little difficult—and make the journey to the origin. It takes me longer than it should, and I sleep rough when I need to, but out here in the mountains, there’s no one to find me anyway.

      Why my grandmother risked moving the origin from beneath the palace to this cave, I’ll never really know, all I know is she moved it, and it is one hell of a hike to reach it.

      This morning, I had a thought. If the origin truly is the origin of all power, maybe it can bring Cade back. Maybe we can be together here, rather than become part of the Hunt. The thought spurred me on through today’s climb up the mountain path, and now as the sun is setting, I can see it. The mouth of the cave.

      I climb in and use my fire to light the way as I have done the last few nights. Of course now that the end is in sight, I truly have grasp of the power within me. I walk for what feels like miles through the cave until it opens up into a huge cavern, and in the center, the blue glow of the origin lights the room.

      I have no real idea what I’m doing, so I move based on instinct. I place my hand on the origin and call out to Cade in my mind.

      “Emilia?” I turn at the sound of his voice, almost knocking over the origin, and dart towards him. He catches me in his arms and holds me so tight I can barely breathe, but I never want him to let me go. He kisses the top of my head and breathes me in. “I missed you so much.”

      “I missed you too,” I tell him, trying not to burst into tears. “I can’t believe it worked, that you’re here.”

      “I can’t stay here, Em. But you called to me with its power, so I came,” he says sadly.

      “But what if I can grant you the chance to stay? To come back? The origin is the start of all power, that includes life!” I exclaim as I pull back from his arms, trying not to get too excited at the prospect of it all.

      “It doesn’t work that way, Em. You have no idea how much I wish it did, how much I want to come back and live our life together, but I am tied to the Hunt. I lead it. Without me, it would run free. The world wouldn’t survive that sort of unleashed chaos. Yet again, I have to pick duty, but if there was any other way…”

      “There is,” I say softly. “There is another way.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I offer myself to the Hunt. Duty doesn’t always get to win, Cade. We deserve our chance.”

      “Emilia, I can’t ask you to do that,” he says, despite how hopeful he looks.

      “You’re not asking. I’m telling you. I offer myself to the Wild Hunt, will you accept the offering?” I pull the blade from my boot, and plunge it through my heart, watching him as his eyes go wild. “Do you accept my offering to the Wild Hunt?” I ask again as it becomes hard to breathe.

      “Yes.”
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