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DEDICATION

For my Nana, Marion Zimmerman.

The walls are now gone. I hope you are flying free.
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1

Something whispered.

Carys stared at the hills surrounding her traveling party. Nothing moved. The only sounds were the crunch of the snow beneath her quivering horse’s feet and Garret’s irritated voice as once again he insisted they were going the wrong way.

No branches rustled on the trees that dotted the landscape. The air was still.

But Carys heard whispering.

The wind. It was calling.

She shivered, wiped the trickle of sweat off her forehead, and burrowed deeper into the coarse gray cloak that Lord Errik had wrapped around her on their escape from the Palace of Winds. The biting cold both inside and out had made the first several days a blur of bone-aching pain, a desperate fight to stay on her white-and-brown mount. The voices of Lord Errik, Lord Garret, and Larkin grew increasingly angry. All three felt they knew what was best for Carys, after all, now that she was dead.

Carys would truly have been dead if her twin had gotten his way.

Years of drawing punishment onto herself—diverting attention from Andreus and his secret—should have ensured their trust was unbreakable. She had always been there for her brother. Defended him. Yet, when it most mattered, he had abandoned her.

She clutched the reins tight in her hands. The whispering inside her head grew louder.

The trees rustled. Her horse danced beneath her as a branch snapped and fell to the ground to her left.

“We need to go faster,” Lord Garret complained from atop his limping gray mare. “Someone could be following the tracks we’re leaving in the snow.”

“No one is following us,” Lord Errik countered. “We traveled in that stream to ensure there were no tracks. Or maybe you forgot that’s why the horses are so worn. If we push them to go any faster, they’ll give out and we’ll be stuck traveling on foot. Something I’m certain you have never done in your life.”

“If you had found better mounts instead of these plow nags, we wouldn’t have to worry about them giving out.”

More arguing. It got them nowhere.

“Next time I have need to steal several horses without raising suspicion from the guard and anyone else inside the city, I will have you take the lead. You’re lucky you even have a horse. You, Lord Garret, were not supposed to be a part of this journey.”

“Garret.” The word scraped her dry throat. A breeze tickled her neck.

“I’m here because Princess Carys wishes it.”

“You’re here because Princess Carys had no choice but to bring you,” Errik snapped, then shook his head. “Of course, Lord Garret, if you are feeling tired of this journey you have only to say the words and . . .”

“Call him Garret.” Carys straightened her shoulders. “Only Garret.”

Despite the effort, her voice still sounded weak to her ears. But it was stronger than yesterday and stronger still than the day before. Six days in all had passed since the Kingdom of Eden was told of her death, thus ending the Trials of Virtuous Succession. Prince Andreus, being the only “surviving” competitor, was now the occupant of the throne.

Her twin was now His Majesty King Andreus. Guardian of Light. Keeper of Virtues.

And she was nothing.

She was outside of the confines of the walls that surrounded Garden City and the Palace of Winds, but she was still not free. Not the way she had once dreamed. Instead, she could feel the pull of the walls and the people inside them growing with each mile she put between them. Calling her back to face the darkness.

Calling her back to bring them the truth.

“What did you say, Princess?” Larkin called.

“I said that Errik should call him Garret.” Carys tugged on her reins, bringing her trembling mount to a halt. “Titles command attention.” People—especially commoners—notice them for fear of the consequences if they don’t. “I can’t risk word getting back to the Palace of Winds that there are nobles traveling the roads with a mysterious girl. No one must know I’m alive.”

No one. Not until she discovered who in Garden City had killed her father and older brother and was plotting against Andreus at this very moment.

She shouldn’t care about Eden or her brother anymore.

She knew it marked her as weak that she did.

Her twin had tried to kill her. He intended for her to die and probably celebrated now that he thought she had breathed her last. She hated him for that. She wanted the Gods to strike him down for turning against her—against the trust they had forged in the womb. And still . . .

Carys pulled her cloak tight as Errik and Garret brought their horses to a stop. Larkin struggled to bring her own mount under control. The mare bucked and pranced before finally coming to a halt fifteen feet away from the others. As someone who typically rode in the cart alongside her father on trips, Larkin never had need to learn how to do much more than sit a horse. Carys would have to teach her childhood friend that she had to take control if she wanted the horse to follow commands. Just as Carys would have to take control now.

Her brother had weakened her body and soul. She had no choice but to follow Errik and Garret away from the Palace of Winds if she wanted to stay alive and gain the power to return. Now the Tears of Midnight she’d relied on for so many years were almost purged from her body. Her body was still pained and weary, but she would be stronger than before when she saw her brother again. She would be free of the drug’s cursed withdrawal. She would do whatever it took to make that so.

“I am sorry, Your High . . .” Errik stopped himself. He shook his head, causing the gray hood to slide off and down his back. His dark hair fluttered. He gave a slight smile that warmed his rich brown eyes. “Carys. You were right then and you are correct now. You are not only in danger from those in Garden City, but from the company you keep until your return. Any threat to that safety must be swiftly dealt with.”

“I am not a threat to . . . Carys,” Garret snapped. His red hair gleamed in the dying light of the sun. “If I were, do you think I would be here with you now trying to help her get away from my uncle and the rest of the Council of Elders? I could have remained in the Palace of Winds and helped my uncle to gain more power or gone home to take my place as High Lord of Bisog. Instead, I’m risking my title, my lands, and my life out here in the cold on this nearly crippled horse.”

“If you’d like to go back to Garden City, I won’t stop you,” Errik said with a laugh. “But I will insist you leave your much-maligned steed.”

“And leave Carys with you? I have waited too long and worked too hard to leave her in the hands of someone . . .”

“Quiet!” The word echoed through the trees. Carys’s cloak billowed. Another branch snapped in the wind.

Her mount danced anxiously, and she yanked on the reins.

“I’m sorry, Your . . . Carys.” Errik’s eyes caught hers and held them. “It was not my intent to upset you. I know you aren’t feeling well.”

“I’m fine.” Her head rang. Her back throbbed from the lash marks that had yet to heal. More than anything she wanted to find a place to curl up and wait for the pain to end—both inside and out. “I would be better if you stopped bickering like children.” And if the whispering at the edge of her thoughts would stop. The whispers compelled her to listen, but spoke no discernible message. It pushed at her mind as her frustration built. She felt as if she were going crazy.

Seers talked of calling the wind. Of having the power to bend the air to their purpose. To travel on its back. To compel it to level armies.

While she was growing up, Seer Kheldin claimed to have stopped a wind tunnel from destroying Garden City and the palace. It was a tale so heroic it was akin to the children’s fables of seers from hundreds of years ago. But in none of the stories about the seers did they speak of hearing the wind. Of feeling the pressure of the element in their mind and its urgency and . . .

“I didn’t start it,” Garret said. She frowned at him, and he let out a chuckle. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist. Andreus used to say the same whenever Micah and I stumbled upon you and he squabbling. Do you remember?”

Micah’s stern expression and Dreus’s answering grin echoed in her mind. The memory clamped onto her heart and squeezed. She shook off the sorrow that threatened to pull her under.

“Andreus never liked anyone believing he’d done anything wrong,” Carys said. “He still doesn’t.”

“That’s something we can use to our advantage when you return to the Palace of Winds to claim your rightful place on the Throne of Light,” Garret said. “The sooner you return, the better it will be for the kingdom. We need to start gathering forces.”

“I hate to admit this, but Garret is right.” Errik frowned. “If you do plan on returning, we will need to start planning for that moment. I know you are still weakened from the competition, but each day that passes will increase your brother’s confidence and power.”

And each passing day would give whoever had been working with Imogen the chance to stab Andreus in the back and take the throne. The seeress was dead now, but in the months she had exerted influence in the Palace of Winds, she had fooled them all. Because of her, Carys’s father and oldest brother had paid with their lives. Andreus had paid with his heart.

Whatever Imogen had set in motion, Carys had to stop. Otherwise, there would be no way to avoid a war that would tear Eden apart.

“Then that settles it,” Garret said with a nod. “We will ride to Bisog.”

“There is no way Carys is going to Bisog.” Errik laughed.

The whispering grew louder. Swirling through her head as the men faced each other. Her anger built with each accusation they hurled.

“The houses in Bisog are bound by oaths to the High Lord of the district,” Lord Errik argued. “Now that my father’s dead, they are sworn to me. I will take control of their guardsmen and lead them into Eden under the princess’s banner.”

Her heart pounded. The wind pushed against her chest, drowning out the words.

“And once she’s in your district surrounded by your swords, you’ll take control of Carys as well. Over my dead body.”

Garret reached for his sword. “That can be arranged.”

“Stop!” she shouted as Errik drew his sword. Fighting each other about who could be trusted—when she didn’t know if either could be.

Wind gusted and swirled on the top of the hill in front of them. And that’s when she saw them. Six men on horseback with steel brandished, cresting the hill and bearing down toward them.

“Run, Larkin!” Carys unfastened her cloak so she could reach into the pockets of her gown. The wind caught her cloak and pulled. Her fingers closed around the hilts of her stilettos. Errik and Garret moved in front of her with their swords drawn, ready to fight the four charging men.

Carys cocked her right arm back to throw when she heard the twang of bows. She lifted her eyes and spotted two of the men at the top of the hill notching new arrows in their longbows. They fired again—in the direction Larkin had run. Urging her horse forward, Carys picked her target and let one stiletto fly. Despite the cold and her weakness, her aim was true. The man dropped the bow in his hand as the stiletto buried its long, sharp point deep in his neck.

Steel scraped against steel not far from her. Someone let out a war cry that ended abruptly. Carys couldn’t turn. She kept her eyes on the man before her—who had just let another arrow fly.

“Look out!” Errik shouted as his blade slashed through one attacker.

A horse screamed. She heard Garret call to Errik as she drew back the other blade and let it fly. The wind gusted. The stiletto missed the attacker’s throat and dug deep into the hollow of his cheek. Carys saw his eyes widen just before he fell from his horse.

“Carys!”

She turned. Her friend was standing under a tree. Her horse was nowhere to be found. Garret fought with one of the two remaining brigands on the ground. Two others were dead by Errik’s hand. The other attacker was still mounted and thundering toward Larkin. And Carys had no other weapons with which to protect her friend.

Wheeling her horse, she urged it forward, desperate to reach Larkin before the man with the sword.

Then Errik was there atop his own horse. His steel flashed. The man clad in brown and gold parried, then looked up at Errik’s face and shouted, “It’s you!”

The attacker dropped his blade to the ground just as Errik swung his sword again and buried it in the man’s neck.

“Larkin,” Carys yelled, sliding off her horse. She caught her friend in a tight embrace before pulling back to look at her. “Are you okay?”

Larkin swallowed hard as she nodded. “I’m fine.” She looked down at the ground near where she’d been standing. At her feet were several arrows—their shafts cracked in two. “I thought I was going to die. But—none of the arrows hit me. They just . . .” She looked at Carys with wonder. “It’s like they just stopped. They’re broken.”

Anger swirled in Carys’s thoughts. Then it was gone. She shook her head and wrapped her arms around herself. “The arrows must have been in the cold for too long. The shafts must have splintered.”

Errik cocked his head to the side and studied her before sliding his bloody sword into his sheath and dismounting. “Bad luck for them. Good luck for us.”

“I’ll take that kind of luck any day,” Garret said, crossing to Carys and Larkin. Not once did he look at the men whose blood was draining into the snow. He pulled off his cloak and draped the thick garment around Carys’s shoulders. “But you and I both know we have another force to thank for our lives.” He whispered into her ear, “We have much to discuss, Your Highness.” A shiver went up her spine as he turned to the others. “And our luck continues because these men are no longer in need of their horses. Would you care to join me in taking charge of our new mounts, Errik?”

Errik smiled. “Lead the way.”

The minute the two were gone, Larkin stooped down and picked up a broken arrow shaft. Fear filled her face. “This wasn’t luck. Was it, Carys?”

A lie sprang to Carys’s lips. After years in the Palace of Winds, surrounded by people scheming to gain influence and power, speaking untruths with conviction was, for Carys, akin to breathing. But this was Larkin—someone who had her own life turned upside down just because she dared be Carys’s friend. Larkin should, at that moment, have been traveling to her wedding. Instead she was on the run.

Carys owed her the truth, even if it meant scaring her even more. Hearing the stories of the powers of the old seers was one thing. Seeing them—living them—was quite another.

Carefully, she said, “It wasn’t luck, but I . . .” She felt the confusion inside her build anew. The whispers returned. Carys clenched her fists and her breath caught in her throat. The trees bent as she pressed a hand against her stomach—and took a deep breath to clear her mind. “I don’t understand what’s happening. The wind is . . . in my mind. It saved my life during the Trials, but I don’t understand what it is or how to control it.”

Or if it can be controlled. Stories claimed that it could, but her brother hadn’t believed the seers had this kind of power. His faith, for lack of a better word, rested only in what he could see with his own eyes and test with his own mind. He convinced her the stories were complete fabrications. She never studied them. She had no idea what wisdom they might hold.

“You’re scared,” Larkin said.

It wasn’t a question, but Carys nodded anyway. “Since the trials, I’ve heard voices I can’t comprehend. I keep thinking I’m going crazy because I can’t understand what they say. The wind cannot speak. Not to me. I’m not a seer. So how can this be?”

“How do you know?” Larkin asked. “What makes you believe it’s the wind that calls to you?”

“How could it be anything but? How could I mistakenly believe I had some kind of affinity?”

Larkin gave her a long look. They didn’t discuss Carys’s secret, but it sat between them just the same. The Tears of Midnight and all they had done to her, body and mind. Larkin held out a broken arrow shaft. “I don’t know what is happening, but I believe there is a reason for it. Just as there was a reason for us becoming friends.”

“Maybe . . .” Carys frowned as Larkin slipped the broken shaft into her pocket. “I’m just grateful you are safe. And as long as we get you to your betrothed and his family in Acetia, you will stay that way.”

Acetia was far to the north, but if they found a group of merchants, it might be possible . . .

“No,” Larkin said firmly. “Your brother is convinced that I was involved in a plot to assassinate him. If he hasn’t learned of my betrothal yet, he will soon. How long do you think Zylan and his family would live if they protected me?”

“Then I’ll find somewhere else for you to hide until it’s possible for you to be reunited with him. You are not going to be safe if you stay with me.”

“I did not become friends with you because it was safe,” Larkin snapped. “And winner of the Trials or not, you are my Queen. Whether you wish me to or not, I will stand at your side and defend you with my last dying breath—as I know you would do for me and for the rest of Eden.” As if to prove it, Larkin dropped into a deep curtsy and in a voice filled with certainty said, “Your Majesty, I pledge myself to your service. When the night is darkest, I promise to be a light to help you find your way.”

Tears pricked Carys’s eyes. The words weren’t the typical ones spoken to swear fealty, but the passion behind them sealed the vow as certainly as if it was said in the Hall of Virtues before the Throne of Light. Yet, they made clear Larkin’s intent to be her champion. To be, in her own way, a knight in Carys’s service.

Swallowing the lump in her throat, Carys took Larkin’s arm and helped her stand. “I’m supposed to vow that I will never ask you to betray the seven virtues of our kingdom. But considering I’m going to return to Garden City in order to unmask traitors and take the throne, I’m not certain I can do that.”

Larkin stood and gave a hint of a smile. “I’d be happy to push your brother into a dung heap if given the chance.”

“No offense,” Carys said, feeling the anger that had been growing with every passing day vanish like smoke. “But that’s something I might have to do myself.”

Larkin nodded with mock sincerity. “As you wish, Your Majesty. Would you like me to retrieve your stilettos?”

“I have already done so,” Errik said, sliding off a chestnut brown stallion and starting toward Carys. “But feel free to take anything else from our fallen friends that you think we might have use for.”

As Larkin hurried off, Errik pulled the long, silver blades from beneath his cloak. “Things might not have gone so well for us had the bowmen not been stopped so quickly. It’s a relief to be traveling with one so skilled.”

Carys looked down at the blades, then into the handsome face of the foreign dignitary who had helped her when she needed someone to trust. And she had trusted him, but that was before he assisted her escape through the tunnels below the Palace of Winds.

He should never have known about the tunnels’ existence. How had he discovered the passage out when she, who had spent so much of her childhood roaming those lost tunnels, never had? Her body’s craving for the Tears of Midnight had made it impossible to demand answers before. But she was growing stronger, and now that the danger had passed, she could see the attack on them with greater clarity.

“Are you feeling all right, Your . . . Carys?” Errik asked, stepping closer.

In the distance Carys saw Garret speaking to Larkin as her friend examined another of their enemy’s bows. “I’m . . . not sure.” Carys wrapped her hands around the hilts of her silver weapons and took them from Errik’s grasp.

“Is there something I can do?” He took another step forward and put his arm around Carys’s shoulder. “You must be tired.”

Carys leaned against him, felt the warmth of his body relax against hers. Then she pictured the man Errik had killed. A man who laid down his weapon because he recognized Errik.

She took advantage of his ease and jabbed the point of a stiletto into his side. His body went still as she quietly said, “I’m tired of the people I trusted with my life lying to me. So it’s time to tell me how you found the escape tunnel under the palace, and after that you will explain how you knew the man you just felled.”

“Carys, you have to trust me . . .”

“No.” She dug the tip of the stiletto through his shirt and felt him gasp as the steel pricked his flesh. “I don’t. But you did aid me in my escape so I will allow you to explain. You are not a Trade Master.”

“No. I am not from Chinera.”

“Then where? Who are you and how did you come to the Palace of Winds?”

“Technically, I have no true home. My family has shed blood, broken oaths, spurred others into war and betrayed one another to regain the power they believe is rightfully theirs.”

“You speak in riddles.”

“I speak the truth.” He paused. “I grew up in the castle of Dragonwall, but it was never my home.”

“Dragonwall. You mean Adderton?” The kingdom to the south had been at odds with Eden since long before Carys was born.

“There is more.” He sighed heavily. “What was left of my family took refuge in Adderton a hundred years ago when they fled through those same passages that carried you to safety. My ancestors fled—while their brothers and sisters were being slaughtered by yours. My name is Lord Errik of the Family Bastian.”

Bastian.

Carys’s head spun. Her great-grandfather had cut down the Bastians in order to be King. The Bastians had sworn revenge against them at all cost and had, through Eden’s last fraudulent seer, killed her father and brother and turned Andreus against her. If given the chance, the Bastians would kill him, and her, too.

Her cloak fluttered as she turned. “I will do you the honor of looking you in the face as I dispatch you for this treachery.”

“There is no treachery. If I wished to betray you, Carys, I could have done it long before now. I could have left you to die as your brother did or killed you quietly when you begged in your sleep for someone to end your pain. I am not like my cousin, the seer. Imogen came to reclaim the throne for her father, my uncle, and return the Bastians to power here in Eden. I am not with them. I want none of that.”

Don’t listen, she told herself. Kill him now. But his words and his face held no fear, no sign of deceit, only conviction. It stilled her hand from spilling his blood then and there onto the frozen ground.

“What do you want?” she demanded. “If not the throne, why did you come to Eden?”

“I came hoping to find a way to make peace. Instead, I found something more important.” His eyes met hers and held them fast. “I found you.”
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The lights in the stone hallway dimmed. It was only half a second. If he had blinked, he might have missed it.

Andreus paused to see if it happened again, but the lamps scattered in between the colorful tapestries that lined the hallway glowed bright and strong. Andreus glanced at the guards at the end of the hall, but their stoic expressions said they hadn’t noticed the change. Yet Andreus was certain he had, just as he had seen the lights flicker in the Hall of Virtues—not just now, but earlier today and yesterday.

He grimaced at the ache in his leg as he started down the corridor again. If there was something wrong with the lights . . .

“Your Majesty, if I could have one more minute.”

The sound of Elder Jacobs’s voice snaked down the hallway, and Andreus wanted to scream even as he slowed his pace. In the days since his coronation, the Council had rarely left him alone for more than a few minutes at a time. Taxes to be determined. Orders to be sent to the High Lords begging for more troops and supplies for the war. Favors to be granted and time provided for his father’s and brother’s friends to fawn over him.

“I knew you would be triumphant in the Trials, King Andreus.”

“Your brother always said that in his stead, you would make a brilliant king.”

“Your father would be so proud.”

He wanted to believe all of them—and knew he could believe none.

Straightening his shoulders beneath the weight of the sweltering blue-and-gold-stitched ceremonial robe, Andreus turned and nodded. Elder Jacobs was the sole Council member who had helped Andreus during the Trials. As much as Andreus appreciated the Elder’s aid then, now he wished for just one day with Jacobs not at his side.

But like the brace he wore—the one that was supposed to heal the wounds inflicted by Xhelozi claws—the Council, and Jacobs, had to be endured. Andreus’s leg was still too weak to walk without the metal contraption, and his authority was still too fragile to push anyone aside, especially an Elder who might be an ally. “Elder Jacobs, did you notice the lights dim just moments ago?”

“I did not, Your Majesty.” Elder Jacobs shook his head. His long, black braid undulated in a snakelike fashion, and Carys’s voice came unbidden into Andreus’s head. Fitting for one as underhanded as he.

Andreus shook his head.

“Forgive me, Your Majesty, but do you doubt the report we received yesterday from the Masters of Light?” the Elder asked. “They assured us the windmills and the lines were all functioning as they should.”

Andreus had no doubt the Masters reported what they believed they should as they stood in the Hall of Virtues surrounded by court, Council, and King. The report was politically savvy, but that did not make it true.

If there were weaknesses, and they were disclosed, word would spread. And as the days plunged them deeper into winter, panic would have followed. Public meetings would never give Andreus the answers he sought. Nor would any encounters that involved the Elders and their private agendas. Unfortunately, each time Andreus had tried to go to the battlements to seek out answers on his own, a member of the Council, unfailingly, appeared.

“The Masters have my trust.” Andreus gave Elder Jacobs the carefree smile his mother had instructed him to use ever since he was old enough to remember. “But I cannot help my concern. After all, the lines were sabotaged not long ago, and the culprit for that sabotage has not been captured. Neither has the accomplice of the assassin who tried to kill me during the Trial of Humility. And I am not certain that finding those behind the plot is at the forefront of Captain Monteros’s mind.”

Indeed, only one suspect had been questioned. Larkin’s father swore his daughter had nothing to do with the attempt. The old tailor was currently being watched, but other than his statement, Captain Monteros had had little to report about the woman Andreus saw, or those who colluded with her.

Elder Jacobs frowned and looked down the hall before lowering his voice to barely a whisper. “Captain Monteros has left the Palace of Winds with a contingent of guards at Chief Elder Cestrum’s order.”

“Our chief officer leaves the palace, and I am not informed of it?” Andreus demanded.

“The Council did inform you—of their intent to ensure a new Seer of Eden is installed in the palace. You said you trusted the Council of Elders to handle the matter and dismissed the topic. Elder Cestrum took that as a sign the Council was free to direct matters as they wished.”

Andreus clenched a fist at his side and shook his head. It was his own fault. Any discussion of a new seer brought back memories of Imogen. Her dark eyes filled with passion and her ebony hair brushing against his chest. She should be at his side right now, preparing to become his Queen. Instead, she and the love they shared were dead—lost to him because of his sister’s jealousy and betrayal.

The village, where the seers studied and trained, was in the southwesternmost district of the kingdom. “Captain Monteros is on his way to Village of Night to escort a new seer to join us?”

“Acquisition of a new seer is the goal he was given by the entire Council, but in addition Elder Cestrum spoke privately with the captain before he left. I believe they were discussing Lord Garret.”

Garret. The Chief Elder’s nephew and his dead brother’s best friend.

Garret had a habit of making unexplained disappearances. First two years ago when he left the palace after a fight with Andreus’s older brother. Then again on Andreus’s coronation day. The High Lord was to swear fealty and suddenly could not be found. The Chief Elder feigned ignorance over his nephew’s absence, but Andreus had not been convinced by his display.

“Has Lord Garret been located?” Andreus asked. Until his sister’s death, and the declaration made that he had won the crown, Garret’s every move had been followed by the only other person Andreus could trust—the boy he had rescued, Max. But before the coronation, Garret slipped away. Andreus worried. Did the lord’s absence mean he was planning to stake his own claim to the throne? If so, Andreus wasn’t sure whether the oaths of fealty the Elders of the Council swore to him would hold.

“Elder Cestrum clings to his claim that his nephew must have returned home to Bisog to deal with matters in his district, but none that I have spoken with believe that to be true.”

“Then where is he?”

“It is my belief Elder Cestrum has sent Captain Monteros and his men not only to act as escort for the new Seer of Eden, but to discover the answer to that very question. I am sure you understand that Lord Garret is of great import to Elder Cestrum.”

Because Chief Elder Cestrum wanted Lord Garret to sit on the throne. Andreus kept that thought to himself. “I trust you will come to me with any information you learn about my missing High Lord. Maybe when the new seer arrives, he or she will be able to divine his whereabouts.”

“Troublesome as he is, Lord Garret is not the concern I wished to speak with you about.” Elder Jacobs glanced back at the guards at the end of the hall. “Perhaps it would be best if we continue our conversation in private.”

“Very well.” Andreus spun toward the steps that led to the King’s private chambers. “Follow me.”

Elder Jacobs’s tread was light. Andreus ached as he climbed the brightly lit steps to the floor of the easternmost tower. The rooms were supposed to be a sanctuary for Eden’s ruler, but Andreus had rarely stepped foot in the series of chambers since his coronation.

Despite his lack of use, a fire crackled in the stone hearth. Fruit, bread, and cheese were laid out near the high-backed chair etched with the orb of Eden that his father had favored. Large windows looked out on the mountain range—a reminder, perhaps, of the dangers that during the cold months ventured down from the mountains and threatened to destroy all inside Garden City’s walls.

In front of the windows was a massive wooden desk filled with maps and war plans. His father had studied them for hours with Captain Monteros as they plotted ways to defeat Adderton and secure Eden from attack on the southern border once and for all.

Had they succeeded, Father would still be alive. Imogen would still be seer and Carys . . .

Andreus’s head throbbed from the weight of the crown of virtue and from the day filled with the Council’s squabbling. Turning toward the fire, Andreus asked, “What is your true concern, Elder Jacobs?”

“None have come to me directly. They know that I am loyal to your cause. However, I have heard whispers from my sources. Several members of the Council of Elders have been observed speaking with a number of . . . ladies over the past week.”

Andreus laughed. “And that is cause for worry?” As far as Andreus was concerned, anything that distracted the Council of Elders from advising him as to what choices his father would make was most welcome.

“It might be, Your Majesty. From what I have been told, these are ladies who believe they have a claim against the throne—or more specifically, that the infants they will bear have claims.”

“Infants?” Andreus spun back around. “They’re saying King Ulron fathered other children?”

“Not your father, Your Majesty.” Elder Jacobs clasped his hands in front of him. “Nor your brother, Micah.”

The silence hung heavy between them. Andreus’s chest tightened even as he gave the Elder his mother’s practiced smile. He picked up a glass of wine from the table near the blazing fire. Gods, the robe he wore was hot.

“These women—they say they are pregnant and the father of their children is me? You must know that’s preposterous.”

The pounding in Andreus’s head grew louder as he thought about all the girls—from the ones he’d met in the stables to the ladies of the court—who had willingly been seduced in dark corners of the palace. Could one of them be carrying his child?

“I am certain you are right,” Elder Jacobs assured smoothly. “And it would be impossible for any claim to be proven. But . . .”

“But what?”

“Your interest in women is well-known. Your father had the same interest, but he had an heir and had been King for years before any claims surfaced. Having these women speak against you so soon after your coronation and your sister’s death . . .” The Elder sighed. “The Princess captured the imagination and the hearts of many during the Trials of Virtuous Succession. Stories are being told of her skill and dedication to the people of the kingdom.”

“My sister is dead.”

Andreus turned toward the fire. An image of his sister’s white-blond, blood-matted hair flashed in his memory. Her screams clawed through his mind as they did every night in his sleep or when he saw people in the streets of Garden City wearing blue armbands. The bands once showed support for Carys becoming Queen, but they now served as a way to honor her memory. No one he saw in the streets wore yellow bands on their arms. There was no reason the people would feel the same need to honor him. He was, after all, not the one who was dead.

And still . . .

He shook his head to clear it. “I am the one that survived and won the Trials and the crown. My sister does not rule, no matter what some might wish.”

“There are people with power who would never have allowed your sister to take the throne,” Elder Jacobs insisted. “And the people of Eden are grateful you are now their King. However, after years of war and weeks of mourning and upheaval and uncertainty, they are looking to the throne for inspiration.” Elder Jacobs paced in front of the fireplace as sweat dripped down Andreus’s back. “It is why I came to you today about the claims that are being made. I worry some on the Council might be encouraging these women to come forward in order to weaken your position. Elder Cestrum . . .”

“What about Elder Cestrum?”

“I did not mean to speak of him specifically, Your Majesty. But I have been told our Chief Elder has spoken with each woman a number of times and has instructed his pages to search for others who might have similar stories to tell. The gold he has given to them is most certainly designed to buy their silence so your enemies cannot use that information against you. With the people still mourning your sister, it would be easy for some to point to your lack of virtue in one area and give voice to the idea that you are also lacking in others.”

“So what do you suggest I do about these women?” And the children they claimed belonged to him. They could not belong to him. He wanted children, certainly, but not like this. By the Gods, he was King.

“There is little to be done, Your Majesty.” Elder Jacobs shrugged. “I cannot say for sure who convinced them to make these claims or to what purpose.”

Andreus set the goblet down with a thud. “Then why tell me of this at all?”

“To give you the advice your father once gave your brother from that chair.” Elder Jacobs’s braid undulated as he turned toward the high-backed seat near the fire and pointed. “There are always those who will try to distract your attention with one hand so you do not notice what they are doing with their other. I have done nothing but support you, yet you do not fully trust me. I hope someday you will. I am loyal to your mother the Queen and to you. I cannot say the same of the others who sit on the Council. There are some who will use your every move to undermine you, even as they claim to be your ally.”

“You think I don’t understand that?” His chest tightened. “Despite what you might think, Elder Jacobs, I am not stupid.”

“No, you are not, Your Majesty, which is why I supported your claim to the throne from the first.” The Elder bowed his head in apology. “The orb of Eden and the lights that keep the city safe from the Xhelozi are stronger because of you. Your understanding of the windmills is that of a Master. However, you must realize that people are not like windmills. They do not follow your design. They do not act according to logic. Your sister understood this.”

“And I don’t.” Guilt and anger crackled in his words.

Elder Jacobs stroked his long braid. “I fear I am bungling this, for that is not what I intended to imply. What I am attempting to convey is that you have lost a number of those you care for in recent weeks and are now looking for counsel as to how to best lead. I know you wish for the people of the kingdom—your people—to see you as a strong leader. For the good of Eden, make sure you choose to listen to those who have your best interests and those of Eden at heart.”

“As you do.”

“There is much I have and can help you with, Your Majesty, especially if you were to publicly show your confidence in my counsel.”

Here was the endgame. Elder Jacobs wanted a demonstration that he alone had the ear of the King. To what end, Andreus wasn’t certain. “And what private advice would you give me if I asked, Elder Jacobs? Surely you have something more you’d say.”

“Years ago your father was supposed to marry a princess of Adderton to ensure cooperation between our two kingdoms. He broke that treaty by marrying your mother, the Queen. That single action led to the war we have been embroiled in for years. By marrying one of the Adderton princesses, you could honor the treaty, and bring the peace our kingdom requires. Give the people a queen they can love, end the war in a strong show of leadership—and confound all of your enemies at the same time.”

A bitter taste filled his mouth. “You want me to . . . get married?”

Elder Jacobs’s lips curled. “If you keep people looking to the future, they will forget the complications of the past. I will leave you now. I know it has been a long day. You have much to contemplate before the Hall convenes again on the morrow.” The Elder bowed deeply and didn’t wait for Andreus to dismiss him before he pulled open one of the large gold doors and disappeared through it.

The door closed and Andreus grabbed up the goblet and smashed it into the fireplace. Glass shattered and flames leaped.

Damn it all. He was King.

He had won the Trials of Virtuous Succession.

He was wearing the crown.

He was supposed to be the one in charge, yet Elder Jacobs and the rest of the Council were determined to push and prod—to shove him into doing things he didn’t want to do.

Married.

The word turned everything empty and cold.

Imogen was gone. When she died, his interest in taking a queen died with her. He’d insisted she be buried in the Tomb of Light when the court buried Carys. The Council of Elders had fought him. Even Elder Jacobs tried to talk him out of the idea. None but those who were members of Eden’s royal family had been laid to rest in the tomb. Elder Cestrum had warned Andreus the unusual command would cause questions to be asked and perhaps uncomfortable answers to be revealed.

It had been a threat.

Andreus saw that now.

He grabbed another glass, cocked his arm back to throw it, and could almost hear his sister warn him not to take out his anger here.

The guards stationed outside the door would hear the sound of the crash. The maids would whisper to each other about how they had to clean up the goblets hurled in a rage by his majesty.

Carys always saved her personal outbursts for the dirt-packed tunnels beneath the Palace of Winds. Her public ones were a farce—performances only undertaken when Andreus needed attention distracted from him.

The attacks he suffered—his curse—if known, would cause turmoil in the kingdom. When Carys saw one coming, she would make a spectacle of herself so none would notice his struggle.

A part of Andreus wondered if she was secretly glad of the chance to scream and rage at all those she held in contempt. Then he remembered the lash. How she would be punished, all so his secret would never be revealed. Had the pain Carys suffered in his defense been what finally caused her to turn against him?

He limped to his father’s desk and looked down on the maps and messages. Andreus had reviewed at least a dozen times these plans for a war his father and brother had been determined to win. Victory was just as far out of reach now as it had been when the war began, only now it was Andreus’s responsibility to stop the fighting in a way that would make Eden look strong. Anything less would paint him as weak. If there was one thing he’d learned from his father it was that the crown could never look weak.

Gods.

Pressure built as everything he now faced as King swirled in his head.

Living in the shadow of his father and Micah, even in death.

The Xhelozi awake, and from recent reports, they were hunting in greater numbers than ever seen before.

A new seer on the way despite Andreus’s belief that all seers, even the one that he had wished to make his Queen, were charlatans.

Women claiming to be pregnant with his children.

Elder Jacobs pushing for him to wed and bring peace.

The sight of his sister’s bloody, broken body that chased him each night to the dawn.

He was King because he let her die.

He was King for that reason only.

He moved to the stack of scrolls on a large wooden table along the wall. They were filled with things on which the Council wanted him to focus. Things his father would have found important. But the sabotage of the wind-powered lights the night his father’s and brother’s bodies had been returned to the Palace of Winds still had not been explained. That was important, too. More important, since the lights going out could spell disaster for Garden City.

The Masters said the lights were fine now, but Andreus knew there was something wrong. If no one would tell him, then he was going to have to find out for himself. He might not know how to discuss new trade routes for grain or win the war against Adderton in the middle of winter, but he knew how to keep the orb above the Palace of Winds, and the lights that lined the city walls, glowing. In that way, he would keep the city and the kingdom safe.

Andreus unfastened the fur-lined, ceremonial robe and dropped it on his father’s chair. Then he removed the heavy gold-braided crown edged with sapphires that his father had worn only on formal occasions. Andreus had donned the crown, a visual reminder of his authority, almost every waking moment, but now he placed it on the center of his father’s desk and turned his back on it.

He told the two guards outside his doors to remain at their stations and strode down the hallway. Several startled servants dipped into deep curtsies as he passed. He slowed for a second when he recognized the dark-haired girl that he encountered just a few weeks ago in a dark corner of the stables. She had smiled an invitation at him that he had been more than willing to accept. Now she kept her eyes downcast as he strode by and didn’t move until he turned in to the stairway and made the three-story climb to the battlements.

His injured leg throbbed as he pushed open the door and stepped into the biting winter cold.

Yes, his calf ached, but he felt the tension in his shoulders ease for the first time since he sat on the Throne of Light. He looked up at the glowing orb stationed atop a tall pedestal high above the easternmost tower. His father would never have approved his design modifications had the Masters presented them as such. Instead, they claimed them as their own, so his father never knew. But it was the truth. The orb was Andreus’s. Not only had he secured its light, but he had identified a flaw in the design of the wind-power flow. It was a fatal flaw—one that allowed the orb and the lights on the walls to be severed with one cut.

Someone exploited that discovery. Back at the beginning of it all. Carys had been certain that the power outage was designed to strike a blow against them—to discredit Andreus or their family in the eyes of the people.

At the time, Andreus thought his sister’s imagination had gotten the best of her. Now . . .

The gears of the windmill creaked. Two guards huddled near the base of it startled when they saw him, but he waved them back into the alcove. He crossed the battlements listening to the sound of the slats churning the air. The blades moved slowly. Far slower than was normal. But the lights currently appeared to be working as they should.

He peered over the white stone battlement wall to the city below. The lights shone with a steady, bright light along the perimeter. No dimming or flickering. He looked back at the battlements and—he saw her. His sister dressed in fitted black pants on the platform that was no longer there. He saw it as clearly now as he had then. Her face pale and sweating despite the bitter cold.

He’d done that. He had vowed to do worse after she took Imogen away from him. And he had.

Still, he could see her standing on the platform, shivering and weak, with eyes somehow filled with strength.

“My life has been pledged to you since the day I was born, and no matter what you decide—I will be here for you.”

Something darted out from the darkness, and the vision dispersed. Andreus grabbed the hilt of his sword and pulled it from the scabbard as the small figure stepped into the light.

“King Andreus! It’s me.”

“Max.” Andreus let out a relieved breath as the boy crossed the stone battlements toward him. He stopped several lengths away and kept his eyes down at the ground.

When Andreus had found the boy in the streets, Max had been left for dead—his family believing his illness was caused by evil spirits. Thankfully, Madame Jillian’s concoctions ensured Max was healthy, so long as he didn’t do anything to create problems. Being out in the cold was a problem.

“I thought Madame Jillian told you to stay out of this weather.”

The boy kicked at the stone beneath his feet. “I haven’t had any problem breathing for days. One of the ’prentices said the Masters were gathering so I had to come.”

“The Masters are holding a meeting?”

“The Masters are meeting at the Northwest Windmill,” Max said, his dark curls bouncing as he nodded. “I was going to sit near the door and try to listen, but I had to hide when Elder Ulrich showed up.”

Andreus’s smile faded. “Elder Ulrich is meeting with the Masters?”

Max nodded again. “He did. For a short time. He left and . . .”

“You can tell me about it later.” Andreus put a hand on the boy’s shoulder and felt him flinch. Two weeks ago, Max would have grinned up at him wildly, but the choices Andreus had made during the Trials had been frightening for a boy his age. Andreus was determined to put him at ease again. “I’m going to talk to the Masters, and you are going to go to my rooms and sit in front of the fire so Madame Jillian doesn’t have reason to fret and fuss. Once I’m back, we’ll have dinner and you can tell me everything that’s happening in the castle. Do we have an agreement?”

He held out his hand to the boy with mock sincerity. Slowly, Max took Andreus’s hand. “Can we have apple tarts? Madame Nadila made a batch earlier today.”

Andreus smiled. “Get going. I don’t want Madame Jillian scolding me for your going out into the cold.”

“She’ll never know, long as you don’t tell her, Your Highness.” Max flashed a gap-toothed grin and hurried off. Andreus couldn’t help but notice the boy took the longest path to get to the proper tower. Maybe, Andreus thought, he’d ask Max tonight whether he wanted to study the windmills since he always seemed interested in . . .

“Let me go!”

Andreus spun at Max’s scream.

“Leave me alone!”

Andreus ignored the flare of pain as he raced across the battlements. He peered into the shadows and . . . there! There was a cloaked figure and Max struggling against the wall in the shadows of the Northeastern tower.

“Let him go! I command you!” Andreus screamed. He ran faster, but the iron brace slowed him down. He reached for his sword and felt his heart stop as the cloaked figure picked up the kicking boy and shoved him over the battlements.
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She should have killed him.

I found something more important. I found you.

Carys tried to shake Errik’s words away as she tethered her new horse—a large gray mare—to a squat bush just outside the cave Larkin had directed them to.

She should have killed him, only the words kept repeating in her head.

She had seen deception up close all her life. She had watched for it. Measured it. Guarded against it. And everything in her heart told her Errik had been telling the truth when he said those words. He believed in her. And now she was uncertain how to proceed.

The opening of the cave was narrow and hidden behind a grove of pine trees. Larkin was the only one who could stand up inside without cracking her head on the stone and dirt above. It was small, but it gave them cover from the snow that was starting to fall in earnest from the night sky.

“So, tell me again how you found this place?” Errik asked as he secured his own mount, a brown stallion that pranced in a way that said the animal still had energy and wished to run.

Larkin shrugged. “I accompany my father on his trade routes. Before the war, one of them was to the south. When I was a girl, he told me that if we ever needed emergency shelter, I was to watch for the three-pointed rock formation.”

“And you remember those rocks after all these years?” Garret asked, pulling his travel pack off his new mount. “That’s remarkable.”

“What part do you find remarkable?” Larkin asked, taking a bundle of the clothing she’d stripped off the dead men to the cave. “That my father bothered to tell a mere girl about the cave or that a tailor’s daughter is smart enough to remember what he said?”

“I was trying to pay you a compliment,” Garret said, following after her.

“Oh, well if that’s what you were doing,” Larkin called, ducking inside the cave, “you will have to try harder.”

“Or you will have to . . .” Garret disappeared into the cave, which muted the rest of his words. Carys considered going after them to broker a peace, then decided against it. This wasn’t court. Without the inequality of power that would normally hold her at a disadvantage, Larkin could handle herself.

“Do you think we should brush the horse tracks in the snow?” Errik stepped beside her.

She thought of the way he cradled her in his arms when he took her back to the Palace of Winds to help her manufacture her death. The drink he gave her to keep her fast asleep had taken hold. Her eyes had been so heavy she couldn’t keep them open. Before she plunged into nothingness, she heard him speaking to her, telling her not to fear. That he would keep her safe while she slept. That he would give his life before she lost hers.

Errik had smuggled her out of the castle. He had helped keep Larkin out of Imogen’s hands and ensured she avoided the death sentence that would have surely followed had she been captured.

Errik claimed he wanted peace, and that he believed in her.

But he was a Bastian. Even now his family was plotting to take back the Throne of Light. His own cousin had tried to kill her. Carys shouldn’t trust him. She shouldn’t care about him.

She didn’t want to . . .

“No,” Carys answered Errik’s query. “Tracks in the snow might command interest, but most will think they are made by someone like them—trying to get out of the cold. Brush marks will make certain that anyone who passes wonders why someone wished to keep their passage a secret.”

He nodded. “For someone who rarely left Garden City, you are proving to be a good travel companion.”

“Because I have common sense or because you still have your life?”

“Do I have to pick one or can I be grateful for both?” He smiled. “While I am obviously thankful you didn’t use me for a pincushion, would it be too forward to ask what stilled your hand?”

“Self-preservation,” she snapped, her answer no less true than any of the others she could give. His dark eyes met hers. The pull was there between them as it had been from the first. “I am not fully recovered from my . . . illness. And Larkin is not able to help defend us. Your sword arm, for now, is required.” Admitting any more would be a risk she wasn’t willing to take. Not when she didn’t trust her own feelings. Her brother, whom she had faith in and whom she had loved, had turned on her. How could she take the chance of caring for someone else?

The wind whispered again. The spark of anger that lived deep in her heart flared hotter.

“My sword arm is yours.” Errik stepped forward. She automatically slid her hand into her pocket to grasp one of her daggers, and Errik sighed. “I would draw my sword and give an oath of allegiance to you if I thought you would accept it.”

“Why?” she asked. “Why me? I am not agreeable or sweet or malleable like most ladies in court.”

“You’re right. And if you were, you’d be dead. Actually dead.” Errik took another step toward her. “Instead you are getting stronger by the minute. And you can trust me.”

The whispering grew louder. “What if I no longer desire to trust you?”

“I don’t believe that to be true—and neither do you.” Errik moved close enough that Carys could feel the warmth of his breath in the cold of the night. “If you did, you would have already told Larkin to be wary of me, and she shows no sign of caution when I am near. I lied to gain entrance into the Palace of Winds because I believed someone needed the truth of what was happening in Eden. I had to see for myself why all attempts at peace ended in more blood and death than before.”

“Attempts at peace?” Carys straightened her shoulders and stepped back from Errik. “Which ones? Do you refer to the four times your King sent the heads of my father’s messengers? How silly of us. We should have recognized it as rapprochement.”

Three heads had been displayed on pikes near the tournament grounds. The last had been delivered just months ago in a satchel by a farm boy who had no idea what he carried. Someone in a brown cloak had paid him to pull his small wooden wagon several leagues to Garden City to deliver the sack to the King’s Guard. Had it not been for Andreus, the boy would have been thrown in a cell as a traitor. Instead, her twin took charge of the boy and accompanied the guard when they escorted him home and questioned his family about the story he had told. The boy and his family were terrified all, but they had their lives in the end.

“The King of Adderton did not order the deaths of your father’s messengers, Carys.” Errik frowned.

“I saw their heads myself.”

“I don’t doubt they died,” Errik insisted. “But King Lukha did not have a hand in it.”

“Defending him is not helping your own case.”

Errik grabbed hold of her arm before she could turn. “King Lukha sent messengers to your father with two treaties that I know of, which would have ended the war. Both were rejected out of hand.”

“I know of no messages received by my father.”

His fingers eased their grip, but he didn’t release his hold as he said, “That doesn’t mean they didn’t exist.”

That was true. Messengers on both sides could have been intercepted and the situations manipulated to further someone’s agenda. Or Errik could be lying to further gain her trust. To prove she needed him.

Errik’s fingers trailed down her arm and touched her hand. “If we travel into Adderton, I would be able to prove I speak the truth. King Lukha’s fatigue with the war is well-known.”

Carys jerked back. “You wish me to travel with you into a kingdom that views me as the enemy? A kingdom whose subjects killed my family?”

“It is the last place anyone would ever look for Princess Carys of Eden. And if we ride to the town near my uncle’s stronghold, we could learn more about what my cousin was doing in the Palace of Winds. My uncle has always considered himself to be the rightful heir to the Throne of Light. Imogen had to be working to help him gain the crown. If you intend to return, you need to know who else was helping them and what the entirety of their plan might be.”

“If I intend to return?”

Errik brushed his fingers against hers. “Everyone in Eden believes you to be dead. It is up to you whether or not they learn different. You could choose something else. You could choose to be free of the life you were born into and start a new one.”

Freedom.

The word echoed inside her. The wind fluttered the jagged edge of her hair as if affirming she could choose between the walls she was born behind and what lay beyond.

The very idea was dazzling. The chance to be whatever she chose. The chance to . . .

No. She shook her head. There could be no freedom. Not like this. Not when Eden was in danger and her brother was . . .

“If you think you know how to do it better, then feel free to try.” Larkin’s voice cut across the night. Carys stepped away from Errik and turned as Larkin appeared at the mouth of the cave with a small torch flickering in her hand. Larkin spotted them and crossed the snow looking as if she wanted to throttle something—or in this case someone. “Garret is taking charge of setting up camp for the night. He would like me to mend his trousers, an honor I have declined.”

“I am certain he is suitably crushed by your refusal.” Errik gave a small bow.

Larkin plunked a hand on her hip. “If he is allowed to continue with setting up camp in the cave, we will all end up dead. He’s decided to build a fire.”

“A small fire could prove quite comfortable once—” Errik said.

“Not if it’s built in the wrong place. It is winter. The dirt and rock could warm, soften, and crack. Would you like to get crushed as you sleep? Would you find that comfortable?” Larkin’s eyes narrowed. Carys grabbed the torch from her friend’s hand. “Larkin, come with me.”

Snow crunched beneath her boots as she strode toward the opening in the rock, dipped her head, and climbed into the cave. Garret looked up from where he squatted at the far end of the large oblong space that stretched deep into the rocky hill. A smile lit by the torch he held spread slowly across Garret’s face as he spotted Carys, then faded as Larkin took her place at Carys’s side.

Being tall had always served Carys well at court. It was easier to intimidate other ladies into keeping their distance when you towered several inches over them. Now her height meant she had to stoop to keep from cracking her head against the ceiling of the cave. Larkin, fully upright, glared at Garret and the pile of sticks and leaves he’d placed in the center of the space.

“Have you ever built a fire in a cave, Lord Garret?” Carys asked.

“No, but . . .”

“Larkin.” Carys turned to her friend who had her arms crossed in front of her chest. “Since you and your father have camped in this very cave, I am putting you in charge of keeping us warm without killing us. Garret and Errik will follow whatever instructions you give.”

“You . . . want me to take orders from a commoner?” Garret stood. His hair in the torchlight looked as if it, too, were on fire. The whispering started again. Like mist at the edge of her thoughts. She was dead to all those who loved her, and Garret was upset about answering to her best friend? Her legs trembled, still weakened from the desire for the Tears of Midnight.

Her heart pounded.

The torch flickered.

Leaves scattered.

And the whisper of the wind grew more insistent, asking her to . . .

To what?

“You will take orders from the person I deem best suited for this task.” The air stilled as she handed the torch back to Larkin, then headed for the exit.

“Where are you going?” Larkin and Errik both asked as Carys ducked out of the cave. The two of them followed with Garret not far behind.

“Hunting.” She walked to her mount and pulled a bow and quiver recovered from the armed men from her pack. Her heart still pounded. Her breathing was coming fast and shallow, and the whispers in her mind were pulling at her. She had to get away. She had to think.

“You can’t go alone,” Errik said, pushing past Larkin.

Being alone was exactly what she needed. She needed to think without someone watching her. She needed the quiet. Maybe then she’d be able to figure out what the whispers wanted or why they made her want to scream with rage. “I won’t go far and I won’t be long.”

“Let me go with you,” Larkin offered. “After today it’s clear I should learn how to shoot.”

“I can teach you better when it’s light, and the longer we argue about this the longer it will take. Take our things into the cave and get us set up for the night. Garret, follow Larkin’s instructions. We will discuss what our next steps will be when I return.”

Larkin frowned.

“Please.”

Larkin turned and flounced past Garret. Had a chill not run up her back, Carys would have smiled at Garret’s irritated scowl.

Carys trekked away from the cave. Behind her was the crunch of boots on the snow. “You would have a better chance of earning my trust if you followed my wishes.”

“If I followed your wishes without questioning them, you would do well not to trust me.”

She turned to find Errik right behind her, his own bow in his hands. “I will not accompany you. But I will be close enough to help if something . . . or someone attacks.”

“And if I refuse?” she demanded.

“I don’t see how you have much of a choice. Unless, of course, you want to finish what you started earlier.” He stepped closer as he said, “Your life is important to me, Carys. I will do what I must to see you safe.”

His hand touched her face with a gentleness that stole her breath and made her mind swim with confusion. Warmth swirled through her stomach. The anger churning inside her vanished like smoke. His eyes were clear of the calculation that had defined her life, and she froze under that gaze, uncertain how to respond.

“This feeling,” he said in a voice that sounded as puzzled as she felt. “It is not what I wanted, but I will not turn away from it because you are afraid.”

Carys straightened her shoulders. “I am not afraid.”

“Really?” Errik leaned down so his mouth was a breath from hers.

Blood pounded in her ears. Wind whipped at her cloak. She heard the dare and saw the amusement in his eyes. She might still be weak and confused, but there was one thing she was certain of—she wasn’t a coward.

Carys grabbed his head and crushed her mouth against his. Without the Tears of Midnight in her, feelings exploded. Anger pulsed. Desire leaped. Everything inside her crackled with want. Never had she been allowed to want for herself. Duty came first. Duty meant everything. Now, she reveled in the taste of Errik. Of his desire for her. Of the way it felt to be a woman instead of someone’s weapon or shield.

Errik’s hands pressed against the small of her back and desire was doused with pain. She gasped and Errik immediately pulled back.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s nothing,” she said.

“The lashes.” His fingers tilted her face to look at him and he frowned. “You’re in pain. You’re still healing, and I hurt you.”

“I’m fine,” she insisted.

“Carys,” Errik said, taking her hands and holding them between his own—keeping her fingers warm in his. “You can admit to me when you hurt. You are allowed to show your weaknesses. If you let me, I will lend you my strength until you are ready to fight again.”

The kisses had fired her body. But the words cracked the walls she had built around her heart.

A sob built in her chest. Without the walls, who was she? Who would she even want to be?

She bent down and picked up the bow and quiver she had dropped. “I’m going to hunt,” she said. “Alone.”

“I will find you if you need me. Always.”

She walked away listening for the sound of footsteps following her. There were none.

The moonlight was bright against the thin layer of snow as she navigated the uneven, rocky path leading around the hill. Until now, she had thought the walls surrounding her were a curse, as much as Andreus’s illness. Something that controlled her life.

Now, she wasn’t sure. Errik claimed she was free, but she had never felt more trapped.

Carys pulled an arrow out of the quiver and notched it in the bow as she walked—aware that Errik was behind her watching. When she reached a group of trees, she angled to the left and ducked behind a tall outcropping of the rocky hillside where she was no longer in sight of the cave.

Her legs buckled and she grabbed the rock for support. The taste of fear was bitter in her mouth. The whispers she had been hearing for days grew louder. She huddled deep inside her cloak. Tears she had refused to let flow welled. Under them bubbled fear and hurt and longing.

Longing for the Tears of Midnight and the oblivion they brought.

For the way Errik made her feel when she stood at his side.

For Andreus and the way things used to be.

Fear that she’d made the wrong choice by leaving the palace. By pretending to be dead. By leaving the walls that she’d hated, but understood.

For the first time, she had no orders other than the ones that she gave to herself. No clear direction other than the one she chose. Garret thought he knew how to proceed. Errik did, too. They both seemed so sure.

But they couldn’t both be followed.

So, Bisog or Adderton?

Anxiety churned her gut and her mind. Cold sweat dripped down her back. If she made the wrong decision . . .

Carys pushed away from the rocks and with shaking hands raised her bow. Her body ached from the cold and her still-healing wounds, but she pushed herself forward. She didn’t know what path to choose, but she did know how to pull strength from an empty well. She’d done it time and again.

She drew the bow. The flex of the wood, the tension in the string, the rote movements calmed her, as they always did. As a girl she would flee to the tunnels after one of Andreus’s attacks. She could not undo the curse that sucked away his breath and stalled his heart, so she would practice with the bow, and with the sword, and eventually with knives.

Over and over, she would drill until her mind was at peace.

Carys slowly placed one foot in front of the other and focused on the quiet of the night, pushing away all worries and whispers. She concentrated on the sounds around her instead of the confusion raging inside her.

A twig snapped to her left. She searched the shadows for something moving. As a girl, she would stalk the rats that roamed the tunnels below the Palace of Winds. They moved fast and they screeched when her arrows skewered them. Andreus hated the high-pitched sound. He preferred targets to the vermin scurrying along the walls.

Carys saw nothing scurrying now. Her fingers were stiff with cold. Her legs shook, but she refused to go back to the cave without something to show for her efforts. Just as she would not return to Garden City until she had learned something that would help her unmask the ones behind the darkness lurking inside the Palace of Winds.

Garret wanted her to use the strength of his forces to take her place on the throne. She didn’t have to see the strings connected to his offer to know they were there, just as she didn’t have to travel to Adderton to understand Errik had not been honest about all that would be waiting down that path.

Two choices.

Two men.

Both believed they knew what was best, but neither had hunted the rats under the palace. Like Andreus, they aimed at the target in plain sight.

But whatever rodents had helped Imogen kill Carys’s father and brother—and the men in the dungeon who could have pointed her to those behind it—were walking the halls of the palace under the cloak of the seven virtues. As Imogen had. They claim to walk in the light and yet . . .

A shadow moved up a tree. Carys inhaled, held her breath as she stretched back the string of the bow, then exhaled as she let the arrow fly. The arrow punched through the shadow and it fell from the tree onto the moonlit snow.

Carys approached the gray-furred creature she had felled. It had a white face and black feet. She slit along the white of the creature’s neck to make sure it was dead before lifting it by its long pink tail. Though it weighed at least two stones, the creature reminded her of the rats she had stalked and removed from the palace tunnels. Because she’d had patience to watch them—to learn the way they moved—she had learned the best way to hunt them.

Imogen had been a rat. She’d wormed her way into a hole in the palace defenses. She’d made it her home even as she ate away at the foundation of the kingdom.

How?

Carys had been so focused on Andreus’s betrayal—and the danger Imogen had put them in—that she hadn’t asked that question before.

How had Imogen been given the position of Seer of Eden? Carys remembered her arrival at the steps outside the Palace of Winds not long after the old seer’s death. She had been accompanied on her journey by palace guards and said her guild had foreseen the death of Seer Kheldin. The Queen had flown into a rage when Carys’s father shut her out of the meetings to decide whether the young seeress was acceptable. A week after the old seer was buried, it was announced Lady Imogen would take up residence in the Tower of Light.

Imogen had trained in the Village of Night for years. Which meant Imogen’s father, Errik’s uncle, must have been plotting even longer—for decades perhaps—for Imogen to gain admission to the Palace of Winds.

Carys looked down at the kill in her hands. The whispers at the edge of her mind returned.

Her enemies had patience. They knew how to hunt.

Well, so did she. And now she knew where the hunt would start.
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“No!”

Max disappeared over the side of the battlements. The hooded figure bolted toward the entrance to the tower stairs.

Andreus couldn’t breathe.

Rage burned. Footsteps sounded. Andreus’s chest clenched as he stumbled forward against the stone wall.

He forced himself to look over the edge.

Max whimpered. The boy’s fingers desperately clung to the narrow ledge. His small face was pinched and desperate. His eyes closed tight.

“Hang on, Max,” Andreus yelled, grabbing Max’s hand. The boy’s eyes flew open and the grip Max had on the wall slipped.

“Help!” Max screamed. Andreus dug his fingers into Max’s wrists as the boy’s sudden drop almost yanked him off his feet. But he didn’t let go. He wasn’t going to lose the boy.

“Andreus!” Max cried over the churning of the windmill above.

“It’s going to be okay,” Andreus shouted. “Just hang on to me and try to stay as still as you can.” He gritted his teeth and pulled.

The boy rose an inch . . . two . . . three.

Andreus’s chest tightened again.

Max’s feet flailed in the empty space beneath him, making it harder to haul him up. Making it harder to hold on.

“Max, stay still!” Andreus’s grip began to slip.

“I’ve got him!”

Another hand clamped onto Max’s forearm, keeping him from dropping. Then a second hand grabbed hold. “Pull, Your Majesty.”

Andreus shifted his hold on Max, took a deep breath, and pulled. It felt like an eternity before finally Max’s tear-streaked face appeared over the ledge. He whimpered as he landed on the stone.

Safe.

Heart pounding, Andreus wrapped his arms tight around the slight figure and sank to the ground. The boy buried his face in Andreus’s cloak. Sobs racked Max’s body. Andreus’s own tears choked him as he held the boy in his arms and rested his chin atop the boy’s head.

Max was alive.

And Andreus was going to make sure whoever had tried to kill him would die a slow painful death.

“Perhaps we should get the boy inside, Your Majesty.” The guard who had given aid knelt on the ground next to them. His hand was on the hilt of his sword. His vaguely familiar face searched the battlements for signs of danger.

Max’s skinny arms tightened around Andreus’s neck, making it impossible for him to rise to his feet. Andreus sank back down, gently pried Max’s hands off him, and looked directly into the boy’s tear-streaked face. “We need to get you off the battlements and out of the cold. Guardsman . . .” Andreus looked up at the youth who had come to Max’s rescue.

“My name is Graylem, Your Majesty.”

“Graylem, did you get a look at the man who . . .” Andreus couldn’t say the words, but Graylem didn’t need to hear them.

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I was too far away. I heard the cry, and I ran toward it.” Guardsman Graylem bowed his head. “I saw you struggling to pull the boy back up and didn’t think to give chase.”

“You made the right choice.” Andreus wiped his palm against his cloak, remembering how he had been losing his grip before Graylem arrived. “Max.” He waited for the boy to open his eyes. The tears had stopped. Max was pale, but his breathing didn’t appear to be labored. “Can you tell me what happened?”

Max gulped air and bobbed his head. “I was doing what you told me. Honest.”

“I know you were,” he assured him. “But you didn’t take the most direct path.”

Max sniffled. “I thought I saw Chamberlain Oben near the far tower. I wondered if he was meeting Elder Ulrich, but then . . .”

“Wait a second.” Andreus stopped Max’s rambling words. “Elder Ulrich was here?” He looked toward Graylem. “Did you see him, who he spoke to, or which direction he or my mother’s chamberlain went?”

Graylem swallowed hard and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I . . . I was just taking a walk.”

“You were just taking a walk?”

Graylem’s eyes flicked downward as he nodded.

Slowly, Andreus let go of Max with one hand and reached under his cloak for the hilt of his sword. “You had the urge to take a walk in the cold at the same time both the Masters of Light are meeting and an Elder of Eden’s Council decided to get some fresh air?”

“I . . .”

Andreus drew his blade as he sprang to his feet and pushed Max behind him. “What were you really doing up here? Are you one of Ulrich’s men or aligned with another?”

“No, Your Majesty. I was not here because of Elder Ulrich or the Masters or any of the other members of the Council. I was . . . following you.”

“Me.” Andreus raised his sword and searched the guard’s freckled face. As the blade neared him, the guard’s eyes went wide and his cheeks paled under the light of the orb. “You are not a member of the King’s Guard. Only a handful have been chosen and all are my elders by at least ten years. So why were you following me?”

“I . . . it . . .”

“Who are you working for?” Cestrum? Ulrich? The Kingdom of Adderton?

“No one, Your Majesty. I just thought the Princess . . .”

“What about the Princess?” Andreus asked.

“Princess Carys was concerned with your safety.” Graylem swallowed again and shuffled his feet. “Now that she’s gone, I wanted to honor her by doing what she no longer could.”

Andreus’s sword dipped downward as he stared at the guard who looked so much younger than Andreus’s seventeen years. “You knew my sister?”

Graylem nodded. “I was one of her guards. I was with her on the night the lights went dark.”

When Andreus said nothing, Graylem continued, his words so quiet Andreus could barely hear them over the pulse of the windmills above. “We were at the entrance to the palace when . . . it happened. My legion captain gave me the task of protecting the Princess. She grabbed my knife and ran off. I didn’t know what to do, so I followed her. She was fast.”

She’d been faster before the Tears of Midnight or the withdrawal he’d forced her to go through.

“She didn’t slow, not even on the stairs. Not until she got to the battlements and found you.”

With everything that had happened since the lines to the orb were cut and restored, Andreus had forgotten that moment on the battlements when his sister appeared, weapon in hand. He could tell the minute she spotted him. Her shoulders had slumped, and relief filled her face.

“And because my sister stole your knife, you are now shadowing me?” It didn’t make sense.

“No, Your Majesty. It wasn’t just that.” Graylem frowned. “I was there when King Ulron’s and Prince Micah’s bodies were . . . returned. Everyone else was watching the sword when the Princess took it from your hand. I was watching her face. I’ve seen that expression several times before, and she wore it when she took my knife and ran to find you. Princess Carys did what she did to protect you, my King. She was willing to risk her own safety for yours. I know what that feels like. I had a sister, only . . .” Graylem shook his head. “Princess Carys succeeded where I failed. I wanted to honor her strength and bravery by continuing what she is no longer here to do.”

“Andreus?” Max coughed and Andreus let the tip of the sword tilt to the ground as he glanced at the boy, who seemed to be struggling to catch his breath.

He glanced back at Graylem, who was standing with his shoulders straightened as if resigned to the harsh punishment that his actions would demand. Suddenly, it wasn’t Graylem that Andreus saw, but Carys standing with her head high, sword in hand, knowing what she was doing would exact a heavy price, but doing it anyway because she believed it was right.

Andreus shook the image away. Whatever the reason Graylem was on the battlements, he had saved Max’s life tonight. The guardsman had a lot of questions to answer—like what he knew about Andreus’s curse. But on the question of whether Graylem would protect Max, Andreus already had information. “Guardsman Graylem, take Max to my old rooms and stay with him until I arrive.”

Graylem frowned. “Of course, Your Majesty, but the person in the black cloak still might be nearby. Would it not be best if I stayed with you?”

“What would be best is if you followed your King’s command,” Andreus barked in the way his sister often had to cut off complaint or dissent.

And it worked. Graylem snapped to attention and said, “Yes, Your Majesty. Max, let’s get you out of the cold.”

Max grabbed Andreus’s cloak as Graylem tried to lead him toward the steps. “What if something happens to you?”

“A King has to put the good of the kingdom above the good of himself.” Andreus looked down at Max’s tense face. “But I promise I have no interest in dying tonight. I will take care. Go inside. I will come check on you as soon as I am done speaking with the Masters of Light.” Andreus turned to Graylem. “Speak with no one until I arrive.”

He gave the boy’s shoulder a squeeze. Then, sword at the ready, he strode across the battlements to the turret windmill where the Masters of Light were currently meeting. After a few steps, he glanced over his shoulder to watch Graylem escort Max into the stairwell.

The guardsman Graylem was young and clearly untried, but he had guts. Did he know Andreus lived with a curse? Was he aware of the old seer’s prediction and what it could mean for Eden now that Andreus was King? How much had Carys—wittingly or not—revealed to him?

With war raging and his Council weaving their own plots, Andreus couldn’t risk his secret being used as a tool to undermine his authority. Removing Graylem would rid him of that threat. Elder Jacobs would surely advise that course of action if Andreus sought his counsel.

But Graylem seemed relatively harmless. Even innocent. And the guard had saved Max’s life. Andreus wondered, would he be able to harden his heart to order Graylem’s death? Uncertainty gnawed. He studied the shadows as he crossed the battlements. Mere weeks ago, the place he felt happiest in the castle was at his sister’s side or up here with the windmills. Now his muscles tensed with every rattle of the slowly turning gears and shift of the shadows.

He spotted two guards in the distance at a lookout post near the southwesternmost tower. The men scanned the grounds beyond the wall for the Xhelozi or other possible attackers. The Masters, if they hadn’t adjourned, would be inside the northwesternmost tower Andreus approached now.

The men in gray jumped to their feet as Andreus threw open the door to the windmill. The musty space was filled with pieces of line and insulating wool and tar. The room was lit only by a single wind-powered orb, which dangled from above.

“Your Majesty.” Master Triden shuffled forward and bowed his head. “We were just finishing our business for the night. The Council of Elders did not inform us that you would be attending.”

“The Council of Elders did not invite me to this meeting,” Andreus said, glancing around at the men he had worked alongside for years. None of them could meet his eyes. “In the past few days I’ve detected minor flaws in the flow of the wind power.”

Master Triden glanced at the other Masters before nodding. “We have . . . been working to reroute some of the lines to make sure the lights on the walls remain bright.”

“Has there been additional sabotage?”

“No,” Master Triden assured him. “There has been no further attempt to attack the lights. We promised the Elders they would be informed if we noticed anything.”

“You promised the Council of Elders?” Andreus asked. “Why not discuss the matter directly with me?”

Master Triden’s eyes widened. “You are now the King. The Elders have made it clear to us that your interest in the wind and the lights could distract you from other, more pressing problems that require your attention.”

“We are going into the heart of winter. The Xhelozi seem to be awake earlier than normal and are roaming the countryside in greater numbers than ever before. If the lights fail us, the entire city could be in danger. The lights, Master Triden, if compromised, are our most pressing problem.”

It had been years since the Xhelozi had last breached the walls of Garden City. When they did, the Palace of Winds escaped unscathed, but the people of the kingdom paid a terrible toll. Especially the poorest, who lived on the outer rim of the city, closest to the barrier wall, and farthest from the protection of the castle. Coins and titles bought influence in addition to a safer residence in the chance of attack.

As long as the lights held, there was little reason for anyone to fear. But Master Triden was casting nervous glances at the other assembled Masters, and Andreus knew there was something not being spoken.

“Master Triden,” Andreus said. “I cannot fix what I do not know is wrong.”

“Unfortunately, Your Majesty,” Master Triden sighed, “what is wrong technically cannot be fixed. The windmills and the lines are working as they should, but the wind . . .”

“What about the wind?” Andreus asked.

Master Hulkar stepped forward. “The air has oft been quite still in recent days. People in the city have taken to making sacrifices at the shrines, as if burning their favorite ribbons and hunks of bread will help.”

“We have reworked the power allotment to compensate,” Master Triden reported.

“Have you adjusted the position of the windmills?” Andreus asked.

“Aye,” Hulkar answered, “we have. But the wind has not been this still since the days before you and your sister were born.”

Master Triden frowned. “We have tried everything to capture the air. And we have been working on other options in case the lack of wind continues.”

Heart pounding, Andreus concentrated on the creaks and groans of the mill. Normally, the sounds comforted him, but now that he was listening with greater care, he could tell the grinding of the blades was slower. Fainter than it had been even yesterday.

“Masters, we must continue to conserve as much power as possible until the wind patterns return to normal.”

“We are doing what we can, Your Majesty. We have lowered the power allotment to the merchants in the city for a second time not long ago, but it might not be enough.”

“You lowered it twice? When?” Andreus asked.

“Just before King Ulron and Prince Micah rode to the battlefields to the south. And then again the night the orb went dark.”

The same day his father’s and brother’s bodies were returned by the then surviving members of the King’s Guard.

“You should have told me. I would have insisted we use torches in the palace.” Instead, he and the court had been draining resources that they would need to keep the Xhelozi at bay. “How much wind power do we have in reserve?” How long could they go without the wind gusting until the darkness of the night brought danger to them all?

“A week,” Master Hulkar said, drawing looks of anger from the rest. “If we are very careful.”

Seven nights. Maybe less.

“Why did you not come to me sooner,” Andreus shouted, panic rising as he tried to come up with a solution.

“We were told that—”

“Were told? By whom? Master Hulkar, I say one last time, the Council of Elders does not speak for me!”

“It wasn’t the Council,” Master Triden said quietly. “It was your mother. The Queen.”
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Carys sat down on the cold cave floor next to Larkin. “Have you ever been to the Village of Night?” she asked. Her friend’s surprised expression was lit by the flicker of the small fire. “Can you find it for me?”

“You can’t be serious,” Garret said from the other side of the cave. He climbed to his feet and cracked his head against the rocky ceiling. He swore as dust and bits of rock fell at his feet. “If a new seer hasn’t presented himself at court, your brother and the Council will be sending a messenger along with a guard to bring one to Garden City. The Guild of the seers has always served those who sit on the Throne of Light. You are naïve if you think they will stay silent about your presence—or let you leave once they have you in their grasp.”

“Naïve is the one thing I am certain I am not. There is little chance I will be able to live as if I am dead for very long.”

Garret stooped his head and stepped forward. “That is why the only choice is to follow my lead to Bisog. My guard will be the strength you need to take back the kingdom from Andreus. “

“There is more than one kind of strength in the world, Garret,” Carys said, studying the flames. “I will need a great deal more than swords if I am going to reclaim my kingdom. Andreus is not my only enemy, and swords cannot defeat what cannot be seen.”

“But Andreus has the guardsmen of the Palace of Winds and Garden City at his command,” Errik offered from the entrance to the cave. “You will need swords. Not that I agree with Garret.”

Carys shook her head. An outright attack would force the people of Garden City to take sides and die in a war for which they shouldn’t have to shed blood. And whoever was working against Eden inside the Palace of Winds would welcome the distraction of battle, using it as the perfect opportunity to strike.

“No. You have offered me your way. I have found my own.” Carys pulled her eyes from Errik and turned back to Larkin. “Can you find the Village of Night?”

“I have traveled much in the southern districts. My father and I never visited the seers . . .”

Garret scoffed.

Larkin’s eyes flashed. “But there was a town we traded in that claimed to deliver supplies to the Village. I will be able to find the town again.”

“Then it is decided,” Carys announced. The weariness she’d been holding at bay seeped through her, helped along by the warmth of the crackling fire. “We will eat. Then Larkin will lead me to the home of the seers.”

“But . . . ,” Garret started. Carys cut him off.

“You can always leave if you have no faith in the choices of your Queen.”

“I will not leave you,” Garret said quietly. “You will take your place in the Hall of Virtues. It is inevitable. It is fated, and I will be with you when you ascend to the throne.”

Carys wished she had his faith as Larkin stood up and brushed the dirt off her skirts. “Since no one cleaned Carys’s kill before bringing it in, I guess that chore will be left up to me. This whole journey is starting to feel more and more like traveling with my father than I would have expected.”

“I’m sure I can handle skinning the rous,” Errik said as Carys closed her eyes and sank into the warmth of the cave. The fire wasn’t large, but after the shuddering brought on by the cold of the elements and her body being denied the Tears of Midnight, the meager flames felt like a blaze.

“Carys?”

She jerked her head up toward Larkin, who was standing in the entrance with the rous in her arms.

“Would you like to keep me company as I work?” Larkin asked. “You can watch me, like you did when you decided to learn how to use a needle and thread by watching me sew.”

That never happened. Larkin’s father would not have allowed her to do anything of the sort when she attended fittings at the palace. Which meant Larkin needed a moment—a private one, and this was her way of asking.

Carys pushed to her feet. She winced at the ache of the still-healing wounds on her back, but forced a smile as she said, “It was the only time we could talk without Andreus around.”

Larkin’s laughter rang in the cave. “Your brother was never interested in activities when he couldn’t be the center of our attention.”

“Well, I expect that animal will be the current focus.” Carys brushed past a stony-faced Errik as she followed Larkin toward the chill coming from the entrance. “Make sure you keep the fire going,” she called behind her. “If Larkin is as quick with a knife as she is with a needle, I’m sure we won’t be long.”

She shivered as she stepped out of the cave. Larkin finally dropped the rous to the ground when she reached a large tree at least twenty lengths away.

She glanced behind Carys and said, “My father taught me that it is always best to clean the kill far away from where you are making camp. Otherwise, the smell of blood and entrails could lead predators to you while you sleep.” Then she knelt down on a patch of ground free of snow next to the animal and pulled out her knife.

Garret was standing in the cave’s entrance watching them.

“We wouldn’t be friends today had you tried to teach me how to sew. What’s wrong? Do you think you won’t be able to find the Village of Night?”

Larkin sliced through the gray fur. “It is not the seers I have worry about.” Her knife stilled. “You brought Garret with us. There is much happening right now that I do not understand. But Garret . . .”

“What about him?”

“He doesn’t want you near me or Errik.” Larkin’s knife sliced efficiently through flesh and tendon. “For the last week, he has been trying to convince me to leave your side, first with promises of a marriage to a wealthy lord of Bisog. He seemed to think I would jump at the chance to become a lady.”

“Garret has much to learn about you.”

“It is you he is interested in. While you were . . . ill . . . he implied that it was his duty to care for you, as if you belonged to him. And once I awakened during his watch to find that he was not anywhere near the camp. He claimed to have climbed a tree to better see if there were any palace guards giving chase.”

“But you didn’t believe him.”

“I am not sure. What I am sure of is that he is jealous of any attention you pay Errik. If he could run a sword through him, he would in order to gain what it is he desires.”

“You think he desires . . . me?”

“I know it.”

Carys had no use for such attention. Not now. It just added to the confusion surrounding her.

“Errik does as well,” Larkin added.

Carys simply nodded. “And do you trust him?”

Carys hated that Larkin paused. She wanted Larkin to automatically answer yes. Instead, her friend said, “Lord Errik saved my life. He helped save yours. And the fact that he refused to leave your side when you were shaking with fever speaks to the feelings he holds for you. And yet . . .”

“What is it?” Carys asked.

Larkin frowned. “Since we’ve made camp, I’ve seen him staring southward as if he is waiting for something to appear.”

Or someone, Carys thought. Like his uncle. And if they all journeyed south, the way he suggested, she might walk right into their trap.

“I think we would be well advised to be cautious around both of them until we understand their motives,” Larkin counseled.

Carys’s stomach swooped as thoughts of Errik’s kiss flooded her. The warmth of the memory pulled at her heart, and she shoved it away, knowing she could not be so foolish again. Not with so much uncertainty around her and so much at stake.

“Now that I’m feeling more myself, you will no longer be alone in your caution.”

Larkin’s knife stilled and she slowly looked up at Carys. “Are you well now? Errik and Garret both swore you would recover, but you were so ill and if there is a remedy we should seek . . .”

“I am better,” Carys said. She wrapped her hand over her friend’s, and even as she said the words, she felt the yearning inside her for the Tears. The ache of the wounds on her back throbbed, and shame filled her as she squeezed Larkin’s hand tight.

Larkin believed in her. She believed she was strong enough to keep Carys safe. Carys wished with all her heart that her beliefs were based in truth.

Larkin deserved honesty. Or at least as much honesty as was Carys’s to give. “My illness was caused by a remedy. My father warned me the next time I showed the crown disrespect I would be lashed.” He thought she would heed his warning and fall into line. Had it not been for her need to help hide Andreus’s illness, she might have.

“I remember the shock in the city when you were taken to the North Tower for punishment,” Larkin said quietly. “I wanted to come see you, but my father said it would only make things worse for you.”

“There is nothing you could have done,” Carys assured her friend. But she wondered if anything could have changed the course that her life had taken, or if it was all in the stars as the seers suggested. “My mother brought me a remedy—something she promised would ease the pain. It did.” It dulled the ache of her body and the hurt she tried to bury in her mind. It took the edge off the anger and unhappiness that were so much a part of her. “So I took it until the wounds were healed and then kept taking it because I couldn’t stop.” No. That wasn’t the whole truth. “I didn’t want to stop.” The bitter words taunted her.

Carys swallowed it down and said, “I took too much when I was ailing and I continued to take it long after the pain of the wounds was gone. It became as necessary to my body and mind as water, or as air. I told myself not allowing myself the drink would make things harder—especially during the Trials of Virtuous Succession. But then I stopped taking it.”

“Why?”

The trees rustled. “The choice was not mine. My brother made it for me.”

Larkin’s knife cut deep into the rous and ripped in one strong stroke down its back. “Did Andreus know what that would do? Did he know how sick you would become?”

Carys nodded. “That was one of his reasons.”

“And now he is one of mine for doing whatever it takes to return to Garden City.” Larkin said as her next stroke severed the head. It rolled and bounced onto the cold, hard ground.

“No,” Carys insisted even as the whispers in her head began to swirl. “He is my brother. If any hand will strike at him, it should be mine.”

Larkin looked up, her hands slick with blood. “As long as your life is not in danger, I will not intervene. I’m not sure I can say the same for Errik or Garret. It is my guess that they both know what made you ill.”

Errik knew enough to have guessed the truth. Garret, meanwhile, had always seemed to know about her mother’s remedy and the hold it had on her. Years before, he had insisted she get free of the drug. He had warned about what might happen once her body was no longer under the drug’s spell. And also, he seemed to know about the wind when no one else, not even her own twin, did.

“How long do you think it will take to get to the Village of Night?” Carys asked as they walked back to the cave.

“When Father and I traveled by wagon, we avoided cutting through the forest. Then it took about a week from this location to the village I mentioned. If we travel the more direct path and ride hard on horseback, we should be able to reach it far more quickly. Perhaps three or four days.”

Once the rous was cooked, it tasted far better than it looked. Garret grimaced and poked at his portion, which annoyed Carys, but at least it gave her something to focus on other than the pull of the whispers in her mind.

As Garret questioned Larkin about what direction she planned to take them in, Errik whispered, “Princess, you should get some sleep.” He removed his cloak, rolled it into a ball, and placed it on the ground. “Here.”

Carys started to reject the offer, but Errik held up a hand and said, “Don’t worry, Carys. I will not take your willingness to use my cloak as a sign of anything more than a lack of fondness for resting your head on rocks.”

Turning his back, Errik settled on the ground several feet away. Carys did the same, nestling her head into the coarse material of Errik’s bunched-up cloak.

Poor Larkin. Garret continued to insist he knew a better way to get across the district than the route she proposed. Carys attempted to cover her ears to drown out the sound. Errik’s scent clung to the fabric—filling her senses as she was pulled into sleep.

“Carys, wake up. They’re gone!”

She opened her eyes to darkness.

“They’re gone,” Garret repeated. “Errik and Larkin are missing. So are their horses.”

“Missing?” Carys sat up and blinked, trying to get her bearings. The fire was out. Everything was black. “Larkin? Errik?”

“Carys, they’re gone.” Garret put a hand on her shoulder. “I had first watch. Everything was quiet. I woke Errik for his turn and turned in. I woke up a few minutes ago and realized both Errik and Larkin were missing.”

“Larkin wouldn’t just leave.” She put her hand on the cloak she’d been using as a pillow. No matter what he might want from her, Errik had gone to such trouble to get her to this point it was simply illogical that he would vanish now.

“Perhaps they were lured away or maybe . . .”

“Maybe what?”

“I know you have trusted Errik in the past, and Larkin is your friend, but while you were ill, they always had their heads together. How do you know he has not convinced her to betray you to whatever kingdom or Elder he has allegiance to?”

“Larkin would never betray me.”

“And Errik?”

Her heart thudded hard in her chest. Errik was a Bastian—Imogen’s cousin. A member of the family that wanted to reassert its claim on the Throne of Light. “He helped me survive.”

“For which I am grateful, however . . .” Garret looked toward the entrance of the cave.

“What?” she demanded.

“Errik has been directing our travel since we left the Palace of Winds. He claimed it was the least likely direction anyone would think we would take, but what if the attack we fought off today was not by chance? What if Errik has been trying to deliver you to Adderton?”

“No,” she insisted even as her stomach twisted with dread and the whispers began inside her mind. “He wouldn’t do that.”

“Do you think it is coincidence that this occurs the very night you announce that we will travel west—away from those with whom Errik might be trying to rendezvous. And don’t you think it is strange that the guide for your travel has disappeared along with him?” Garret placed a hand on top of her arm. “Princess, your loyalty is hard-won and steadfast. You stood by your brother even as he demonstrated over and over that his allegiance was only to himself. The price for that was nearly your life. Can you risk making that same kind of mistake again?”

She pictured Errik’s eyes—warm and teasing and filled with secrets. Was one of them that he had always intended on betraying her? That he was willing to put Larkin’s life in danger to get the power his family desired?

She grabbed Errik’s cloak from the ground and scrambled toward the cave’s entrance. The moon was fading in the sky, but the sun had yet to rise. Everything was still as Carys bundled her cloak tight against her and hurried toward the horses.

Two mounts were missing and whatever footprints they’d made in the snow had been brushed out. Just as Errik had suggested they do earlier.

“We have to go after them. They couldn’t have gone all that far.” Carys turned to go back to get her travel bag, but Garret had already grabbed it and was striding forward to secure it to her horse.

“Why don’t I go?” Garret insisted. “You stay here. I can cover ground more quickly by myself, and you can be here in case Larkin finds her way back.”

He could either cover more ground or pretend to. Garret was at odds with both Larkin and Errik. With both of them removed from her side, his opinions would not have as many detractors.

“Besides, you are still recovering your strength. You should stay and let me . . .”

“I’m going,” Carys said. The more he insisted she should remain behind, the more worried she became. Besides, trusting Errik had been her decision. She had to deal with him if he had betrayed her. “Make sure the horses are ready.”

Before Garret could irritate her further, she hurried back to the cave and ducked inside. The blackness enveloped her as she felt her way toward the center of the space to where the small fire once crackled. If Garret was wrong about Errik, and Larkin returned and found her missing, Carys needed to leave a message for her friend to find. She pulled a piece of charred wood from the small pile, and drew three letters—VON—on the rock just inside the opening. Then, brushing her hands on her skirt, she headed out to where Garret was waiting with their horses.

The moon shone as they galloped south. The wind whipped through the scraggly trees and raged inside her head as she scanned the horizon. Her friend and Errik had to be out there somewhere.

Only there was no sign of them. Just trees and shadows and snow as Garret and she pushed their horses to go faster across the frozen ground.

A rusty shriek cut through the air.

Carys’s heart jumped. Her breath caught. She reached for her stilettos and looked over her shoulder.

There was nothing but snow and trees.

Another cry scraped the night.

And then she saw them. Three shapes in the distance coming fast. Large. White. Hooked claws extended as they loped on their tall legs toward Carys and Garret.

Xhelozi.

“Run!” Carys dug her thighs into her mount and headed to the open ground to the west. Garret’s horse matched hers stride for stride as they flew across the icy earth. Angry screeches chased after them. Carys clutched the reins tighter and leaned over the neck of her horse, urging it to go faster.

“Head for the woods!” Garret yelled over the swoosh of the wind.

“No!” Carys yelled. “We have to stay in the open.” The Xhelozi thrived in the darkness and shadows. As much as she wanted to hide, their best course of action was to keep running—because dawn was approaching. And with dawn came the best weapon they could use against the Xhelozi—the sun.

Their horses’ hooves thundered.

The Xhelozi screams cut the air.

The wind howled in her mind and bent the bushes and trees behind them.

Branches cracked.

The monsters from the mountains’ cries sounded fainter than before.

Carys clutched her cloak tight.

“Look!” Heart pounding, she pointed to the sky that was tinged with pink against the gray of the night. The sun was starting to rise.

The Xhelozi shrieked in protest of the dawn. They stopped their attack, turned, and began to run in the opposite direction. In the blink of an eye, the immediate danger ended.

Breathing hard, Carys pulled on the reins and brought her horse to a stop. Panting, Garret pulled up next to her. “Are you okay?”

“No. The Xhelozi never stray this far from the mountain. Especially not this early in winter.” The skies were lighter for longer now than they would be in a few weeks’ time.

He studied the horizon with a frown. “Clearly, it is not just the wearer of the crown that has changed in Eden. Something has altered for the Xhelozi as well.”

A wave of fatigue threatened to overwhelm her. Larkin was out there. Somewhere. Carys had no clue where to start looking, and now the Xhelozi were hunting in places they should not be. “You’re right,” she agreed. “Something has changed for the Xhelozi since the last cold season. The question is what?”
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His mother.

Andreus pulled his cloak tight with one hand and clutched the hilt of his sword with the other as he strode across the battlements. The air was almost still. He should have noticed, but his focus had been on other things. The wind was something Andreus had always been able to count on. The air consistently blowing down the mountains was one of the reasons the palace had been given its name. Only now the wind was faltering, and because of his mother’s command, one that kept all the lights in the palace shining instead of conserving that power for the past few weeks, there might not be enough light to keep the city safe until the wind blew strong again.

His mother had put them in danger. Why?

Andreus grimaced as he hurried into the stairwell of the northeast tower, then stopped and listened for the sound of anyone who might be following.

Nothing.

He flexed his throbbing leg and cursed the wind-powered lights shining bright as he hurried down the halls. He should have insisted the Masters set up torches and shut down the lights tonight, but the abrupt change would cause members of the court and servants alike to panic. He could almost hear his sister warning that it would take but a matter of hours for that spark of concern to turn into a full-fledged hysteria in the city below. Fear, of any kind, would only make matters worse. He had to project calm and control. There would be no safeguarding against the Xhelozi or Adderton’s forces if Garden City devolved into chaos.

Andreus limped down the hallway that led to the rooms he’d lived in since he was a boy. Two guardsmen snapped to attention as he ignored the door that led to his sister’s empty rooms and hurried to his own.

Graylem scrambled to his feet as Andreus stepped inside. Max was curled around a pillow, sound asleep on the deep blue rug that was set in front of the fireplace. Max was safe. No matter what it took, Andreus would make the choices required to see that he stayed that way.

“I ordered food for him while he waited for you to return, Your Majesty,” Graylem whispered. “Only he fell asleep before he had the chance to eat. Other than the kitchen maid who brought the tray of food, no one has approached me or the boy.”

Andreus studied the guard’s earnest face. The freckles and shock of rust hair made him look more boyish than fierce. More dance instructor than warrior. It was a perfect face for an Elder to select with orders to gain Andreus’s trust. Perhaps that was the wrong conclusion to jump to, but Andreus had only to look at the sleeping boy to steel his resolve as he reached for the hilt of his sword. A King could not afford to spare those who might know his weaknesses and potentially use them against him.

“Now that you have returned, Your Majesty,” Graylem said, looking down at the ground, “I will surrender myself to North Tower and await whatever punishment you decree.”

“Do you believe I should imprison you?”

Graylem took a deep breath then looked up. “I confessed to following first Princess Carys and now the King of Eden. No matter my reasons, I was, in essence, acting as if I was an intelligencer. You know what I must have seen and you would never allow me to return to my guard duties with that knowledge.”

Andreus went still. “What do you think you know?”

“You have the same breathing illness as the boy you saved, or something like it. Your sister was helping you keep it secret so no one could exploit that weakness.”

Fear and anger churned. The whisper of his sword coming free echoed in the room. “Treason is punishable by death.” And death would end this knowledge of his secret. If others knew, he would deal with them as time passed.

Graylem swallowed hard. Fear lit his eyes. Andreus gripped his sword and waited for the guard to beg for his life or sink to his knees. Instead, he said, “I am prepared for death, but the boy should not see and think he is to blame.”

Andreus glanced at Max and hated that Graylem had to remind him of the boy’s presence. “You saved Max even though you knew doing so could mean that I would order your death?”

Graylem straightened his shoulders. “I failed my sister . . . I knew in my heart she was in trouble, and yet I didn’t act until it was too late. I was not as strong as Princess Carys was. But after her death I joined the guard and in doing so vowed that I would not fail another who needed my protection again.”

It was the crack in the guard’s voice when he said the word sister that compelled Andreus to lower his sword. It was the sound of the love Andreus once had for his twin. He knew the kind of loyalty that love evoked. “Did you speak to anyone of what you learned from following me or my sister?”

“No, Your Majesty,” Graylem said emphatically. “When I am dead, your secret will die with me.”

Andreus looked at Max’s sleeping figure again. With Imogen gone, there was none save the boy Andreus could trust inside the palace. He needed other allies.

“I have use of you so let’s hope you don’t keel over dead any time soon.” Sheathing his sword, Andreus ignored Graylem’s gaping surprise and said, “I have something I must see to. I am not sure how long I will be gone.” He removed his cloak and dropped it on the chair next to his desk. “Guard the boy until I return. We will speak of your new role as my personal intelligencer then.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Graylem bowed as Andreus turned and headed back out the door to the stairs that led to the floor below.

It was time to pay a visit to his mother.

Andreus stood outside the massive double doors of what was once his parents’ solar, although his father had rarely, if ever, spent time in these rooms.

Ever since Andreus could remember, this area of the palace had been his mother’s sanctuary. It was where the women of the court came to curry favor and where his mother ruled over Carys and him with an iron fist—always reminding him of the curse that he was born with and schooling Carys on her obligation to help keep his secret safe. Perhaps it wasn’t any wonder then that he and his twin spent a great deal of their lives avoiding these rooms, or that he hadn’t come to visit his mother since before the crown of light was placed on his head.

He had told himself that he was too busy.

That the demands of ruling required focus.

But he knew the truth. He couldn’t take the sight of his mother in her current state.

Before, she had been more than formidable. Now, since the King’s and prince’s deaths, she was no longer the strong woman who had manipulated the court and the Elders. The deaths of his father and brother had broken something, leaving her uncertain and haunted—the opposite of the woman he had known all his life. Seeing her now would be like looking into a mirror at the cracks in his own reflection.

Andreus grasped the ornate handle to his mother’s chamber. The last time he came to these rooms, Carys was alive. Inside, he had made a choice that he knew could kill his own twin, and, in essence, had.

Pushing open the doors, Andreus stepped from the cool, brightly lit hall, into the stifling warmth of his mother’s sanctum. Only the fire blazing in the large, stone fireplace and several candles glowing on a small table set for tea illuminated the large space. The yellow rug looked almost tan in the dim light. The blue-velvet, high-backed chairs that his mother preferred to have filled with ladies of the court looked almost black.

Despite his mother’s lack of fondness for the court, she had until recently always spent her days surrounded by its members. She was skilled at manipulation. She understood the rules. His father had relied on his Queen to tell him of schemes that would upset his power. Dozens of lords and ladies had ended up in the North Tower after his mother whispered what she’d learned in his father’s ear.

“You never know what someone will say or do that will give you the advantage you didn’t know you required,” the Queen had instructed him and Carys. Perhaps if he had remained in her rooms more, he might be better equipped to deal with the Council of Elders now.

“Your Majesty.” The Queen’s longtime chamberlain, Oben, stepped out of the shadows near the entrance to his mother’s bedchamber. His deep purple robes and dark hair made his mother’s faithful attendant almost blend into the shadows. Andreus straightened his shoulders to stretch to his full height, as he found he often did around the inscrutable man whose expression was as unreadable as ever.

“I did not expect to see you,” Oben continued. “Chief Elder Cestrum and Elder Jacobs did not mention that you were planning to visit when they stopped by on your command to check on the Queen’s condition.”

“The Elders were here.” Andreus shouldn’t have been surprised. “When?”

“Elder Jacobs left not long ago. The Chief Elder was here about an hour before that.”

“What did they wish to discuss with the Queen?”

“All the Elders have found reason to stop by at least once a day since the King’s and Prince Micah’s death. They claim to be concerned about the Queen’s health.”

“And you don’t believe them.”

Elder Jacobs must have come here immediately after his discussion with Andreus. Was he looking to enlist the Queen in his efforts to see Andreus wed? As for the Chief Elder, Andreus could only wonder at his motives.

“My duty is to see to the safety and health of Queen Betrice. It is not for me to dispute the Council or their intentions, Your Majesty,” Oben said.

“I hear you were on the battlements earlier. Did you see any of the Council members then?”

Oben shook his head. “I fear whoever gave you that information was mistaken. I was not on the battlements tonight.”

“Are you certain?” Oben was taller than anyone in the Palace of Winds. Max had been hiding, but it seemed unlikely he would have mistaken Oben for anyone else.

Oben gave him a grim smile. “I believe I would remember going out into the cold, Your Majesty.”

Andreus wanted to press the issue, but the stonelike expression of the chamberlain made him doubt there would be any point. Oben had never said more than necessary, even under the best of circumstances. Andreus had known him his entire life, but knew little about him save his devotion to the Queen. “I thought perhaps she might have had you meet with members of the Council if she could not. Mother has never liked to be away from court business for long if she could help it.”

“Any questions you have about the Queen and the Council of Elders will have to be taken up with her.”

Andreus frowned. “The last time I saw her she was . . . not herself.”

Oben nodded. “Madame Jillian and her herbs have helped the Queen a great deal. There are times she seems restored.”

“And the other times?”

“Perhaps, Your Majesty, that is another question you should answer for yourself.” Oben walked to the bedroom door and pushed it open. “Your mother is awake. She has been hoping her only surviving child would come to visit.”

Andreus’s chest tightened. He stared at the dimly lit doorway wondering what he would find on the other side. Would it be the mother who insisted he learn how to charm the court or the Queen who laughed as she looked upon Carys’s bloodied, disfigured face?

Whichever he found, he would face it. He would do whatever was necessary to learn why she gave the Masters such a dangerous command.

The ornate bed in the center of the room was empty. He turned and spotted his mother, dressed in a flowing white gown. She was standing in front of a full-length mirror brushing her long, ebony hair with slow, deliberate strokes.

“Mother.”

Instead of answering, she began to hum.

“Mother, we need to talk. Eden is in danger.”

Andreus looked back at Oben, but the older man standing in the doorway looked unconcerned by the Queen’s actions. Either she was fine and toying with Andreus or this was what Oben considered an improvement from her previous state.

“Mother, we need to talk.”

With deliberate movements, his mother put the silver brush on the small dressing table in front of her before turning to face him. Her dark eyes met his and she frowned. “The last time you and I spoke of the danger facing this kingdom, you smiled and brought me a flower.”

“Much has happened since that day.” Andreus chose his words carefully. He studied his mother for signs that she had returned to herself—had reemerged from her grief as the cunning woman who once calmly instructed him to seduce his own brother’s betrothed.

When she did not respond, he asked, “Mother, what did you say to the Masters about the wind power shortage and why? They claim you talked to them before Father and Micah were brought back to us.”

She smiled. “Queens speak with a great number of people. That is my job. To talk and to listen. Those who listen hold great power. Because it is not what we want to hear that aids us, but paying attention to that which we would rather not acknowledge. You have never liked to listen, my son.”

“I’m listening now.”

“Are you?” His mother cocked her head to the side and studied him. “Then what is it that you hear?”

“It sounds as if you have recovered from your ailment.”

“Ailment.” She shook her head and laughed. “Such an interesting word to choose for the shattering of a lifetime’s work. For discovering that rather than claiming victory, you have been outplayed by fate.”

“Mother,” he snapped. She had to stay focused if he was going to get answers. “I have just come from the Masters of Light. They said they told you there was a problem with the winds. They warned you that we would not have enough power to keep the lights shining throughout the winter, and you told them not to do anything about it.”

“I warned you Imogen was not skilled as a seer. You did not wish to listen.”

“This isn’t about Imogen, Mother.”

“Of course it is.” His mother’s eyes narrowed. “I told you she was not capable. She could not become Queen. Not without destroying Garden City and the Palace of Winds. I saw her for what she was. I warned Micah. I warned you. Neither of you understood how to listen and now—”

“Imogen is dead, Mother!” His heart slammed hard in his tightening chest.

“Not soon enough.” She laughed. Her eyes narrowed. “Yes, the Masters told me about the wind power, and I insisted they allow the power to be used and the lights to burn. When the power ran out, you would all finally see what I knew from the first moment Imogen came to the Palace of Winds. She was a fraud determined to destroy us.”

Andreus gaped at his mother. She looked sane, yet— “You wanted the lights on the walls to fail?”

“Yes.” His mother smiled across the room—this time with a terrible kind of delight—and looked beyond him toward the doorway to where Oben was standing in the threshold. Watching her. “Imogen’s pretty face and cunning words would not have helped her then. Your brother would see past her façade—the beautiful face she used to bend him to her will.”

No. Imogen hadn’t seduced Micah. She had confessed to Andreus that she had felt she had no choice but to acquiesce to the Crown Prince’s wishes. The only one she had loved had been Andreus. It was only with him that her passion had flared. His mother continued before he could defend the woman he had loved and lost.

“I told Micah to use her body as he wanted, but not to trust her.” She let out a small sigh. “What we were doing was too important. Your brother swore he wouldn’t give her his faith, but I could see him faltering. He began to think he might actually be in love with her. Foolish. He was foolish! I had no other choice but to force Micah see her for the danger that she was.”

“So you put Garden City and everyone in the Palace of Winds at risk? Mother,” Andreus snapped, “don’t you see what you’ve done? Most of our guards are fighting the war with Adderton and now the cold season is here. The Xhelozi are awake and in greater numbers than ever before. As soon as the lights falter, they will attack. If I don’t find a way to fix your mistake, people will die.”

The candlelight cast a halo behind his mother as she shrugged. “They were always going to die. I finally understand that now.”

Andreus stared at his mother, his mouth agape. “Understand what? That you are willing to consign your subjects to violent deaths?”

“My dream.” She walked to the small table next to the head of the bed, picked up a delicate teacup and lifted it in a mock toast. She took a drink and sighed. “The tea keeps the dream away. It’s the only thing that does. My first memories are of the faces in my dream. Blood streamed from their mouths as their eyes went blank with death. Dozens of them. It was a vision.”

“A vision.” Andreus shook his head. “Mother, you are not a seer.”

“As much as I wished to stay with them in the Village of Night, you are right. I was never one of them. I was born with a single dream that visited me when I slept. No more. No less. But over the years I have recognized many of the faces from that dream. They’ve walked the streets of Garden City and strolled the halls in this palace. Even as I watched them laugh or struggle to gain power I understood they were meant to die, but I was certain I knew what would cause their deaths and that I alone could change it.”

“You . . . you aren’t well, Mother.” Andreus took a step backward, away from the terrifying certainty in his mother’s eyes and the insanity that still lurked behind them. None of this made any sense. His leg throbbed and his chest tightened. There were no other answers to be had here.

“And once again you aren’t listening. Imogen . . .”

“This isn’t about Imogen,” he yelled. Blood roared in his ears.

His mother threw the teacup across the room. It shattered like a thunderclap against the wall. “She was but one snake in a garden!” She paused, her breathing heavy. “How many more are there? And who is playing the tune that makes them slither? She had to be working with someone. She wasn’t that clever on her own.”

Andreus shook his head. “No. She was—”

“I saw it in her eyes the first minute she stepped into the Hall of Virtues. I saw the way she studied your brother as if searching for the right key to slide into a lock. It was the same way I thought of Ulron even before we met—as a path to gain what I wanted most—power. Imogen wanted that power. She schemed to convince your brother that she was worthy of his trust. Micah must have been foolish enough to believe her and then she killed him.”

“Imogen was nowhere near Micah when he died. Micah and Father died in an ambush to the south of Garden City.”

“How stupid men become when a woman presses her body against theirs. Did she profess love to you as well? Do you think she meant it, my son? Just because a person does not wield the sword doesn’t mean she didn’t strike the death blow. You of all people should understand that.” His mother slowly walked toward him. “What blood did you spill to gain the crown you wear?”

The white, gauzy dress fluttered as she reached up and stroked his face. Then her hand whipped back and cracked against his cheek, sending him staggering back, his knee buckling as pain swelled in his wounded leg.

“Imogen learned of my plan. She used it against me—and there is no stopping what she started. She could not have been working alone, and now they will be coming for you. They will want what you gained.” Her mouth curled. “You are King now. If not for that all my years of planning would have been lost. If Carys had won . . .” She shook her head and stepped forward with her hand outstretched. “You will have to be wary. Stop them if you can. I took the steps and put the pieces in place so that Eden would finally walk in the virtues. So that I could be free.”

“What steps? What pieces?” Andreus moved toward his mother and grabbed her hand as she raised it again. His face still stung as he squeezed her wrist and demanded, “Free from what, Mother?”

His mother went still and looked him dead in the eyes. “Free of the vision, and the last person with control over my life. From a man who insisted that I remember that I served him and who would have put you to death had he discovered your curse. The only way to stop the vision was to remove him. Micah picked men he thought he could trust. It was all arranged. Micah understood that Ulron had to die so we all could survive.”

Andreus released his mother’s wrist.

Ulron.

The King.

His father.

His heart stilled and his breath caught in his throat. It was as if he had fallen out of the stable hayloft and onto the ground below and his lungs had forgotten how to breathe.

“You killed my father?” he whispered.

“No,” his mother smiled. “I killed a king. Imogen killed the rest.”

Andreus lunged forward and wrapped his hands around his mother’s neck. He squeezed as she gasped with pain. “And Micah and Carys and Imogen . . .”

She clawed at his shirt. Her eyes wide. Her mouth bright red, almost like the blood she had spilled—that he wanted to spill. His mother’s blood.

He let go and staggered backward looking down at his hands. This wasn’t him. And it wasn’t her. She didn’t know what she was saying. She was ill. None of this was real and he was leaving.

Turning, he headed toward the doorway where Oben stood still as stone.

“Carys never mattered. Micah did. You do. Stop them. Do what you must to stop them all, because they are coming.” His mother’s raspy voice floated to him on the shadows. Andreus tried to block her out as he pushed past Oben, but there was no ignoring the words. “Inside the walls. Outside the walls. The orb is a beacon and they are coming. Like moths to a flame. And when they arrive everyone will burn!”

“Move!” Andreus commanded Oben. The man stared at him then slowly stepped to the side. Andreus’s heart pounded as he limped past the solar’s fireplace and headed for the double doors. More than anything, he wanted to flee the sound of her voice and the words she had spoken. They could not be true. His mother had not orchestrated his father’s death. It had to be the illness speaking because the words made no sense.

And yet, allowing the lights to falter was exactly something his mother would do in order to oust Imogen—a rival for power within the palace—from her position of authority. The action made a warped kind of sense. Scheming to murder his father, the King, her husband, however, did not.

He heard a door click closed and the shuffle of feet behind him. Not turning around, he said, “My mother is still . . . confused.”

“The tea the Queen takes to quell her nightmare doesn’t always react well with the remedy Madame Jillian has given her. The combination loosens her tongue and her heart.”

Andreus turned. “Are you telling me that what the Queen said was true?”

“I do not speak for the Queen,” Oben said as he moved toward the fireplace. The flickering flames made it harder than ever to read the chamberlain’s expression.

“But you know what she is doing and what she has done.”

Oben slowly nodded, and Andreus’s throat went dry. His chest clenched and his stomach turned as he realized what action his role as King dictated. If his mother’s words were true, she had committed treason. And for treason, there was only one option. “The Queen must not leave these rooms. You will keep her confined until she stands trial for her part in King Ulron’s and Prince Micah’s deaths.”

He moved to leave as Oben’s deep voice replied, “If the Queen wishes to leave, I will not stop her.”

“That was not a suggestion. It was a command.” Andreus turned and straightened his shoulders. “From your King.”

“Yes.” Oben nodded. “You are King. But how long will that last if others know what your mother has done?”

“I had nothing to do with her plans.”

“Do you think the Council of Elders will care?” Oben strode forward. “Think! How many in this castle wished to keep you from claiming the throne? Do you believe they will give up the opportunity to remove you now?”

Uncertainty swirled as he thought of the Elders and the guardsmen. Men who technically answered to Andreus, but who might have any of a dozen conflicting alliances. All the Elders had guards from their districts who served the crown, but whose loyalty was given to them.

Andreus shook his head. “I am the King. I have to follow the law.”

“As if the law ever matters to kings. Don’t be foolish. You have enemies in every shadow and few allies. Do not start something unless you know where it will lead. You did that with Lady Imogen and look what came of your actions.”

“I did nothing with Imogen . . .”

Oben reached out and grabbed Andreus’s upper arm. “Denials are pointless. You are no longer a boy who has only to worry about getting scolded, and Carys is no longer here to stand in front of you to deflect attention and take your punishments. Your mother tried to warn you. You wouldn’t listen to her then. But by the Gods, you will listen to me now. You say you are the King? Be the King!”

Andreus yanked his arm, but Oben held fast.

Oben’s eyes held his with an intensity that burned like a fire. The chamberlain insisted, “Become the man I have always known you could be.”

The words settled on Andreus in the silence. The fire in the hearth popped. The flickering candlelight made the shadows dance as his mother’s muted voice called from the other room.

“I must attend the Queen.” Oben bowed his head and started toward the bedroom door.

Andreus swallowed hard. “How do I know this isn’t another of my mother’s plots?”

Oben turned. For a second, Andreus thought he saw regret flicker across the chamberlain’s face. Then the expression was gone as Oben said, “You don’t.”

The man disappeared, leaving Andreus alone with the candles and the fire and the roar of questions pounding in his head. He pushed through the double doors. The wounds of the Xhelozi pulsed with pain. His breathing was shallow as he walked the brightly illuminated halls that tomorrow would be lit only by torches. He would have to explain about the dwindling wind power. People would be scared. They would not be alone in their fear. The Council was plotting against him. His mother had confessed to plotting to kill his father. And Imogen . . .

His belief in Imogen’s love for him had been the only true constant since his father and brother died, but from the seeds of doubt his mother had sewn grew questions he could not ignore. Had any of what he believed about her been real? Had she loved him? Had she convinced Micah to trust her and used that trust to kill him? If so, the men who returned Micah’s and their father’s bodies would have known.

Carys said they did know.

Andreus stopped walking.

If Imogen was what his mother claimed . . .

He shook his head.

That couldn’t be. Carys was a liar. She had pretended she was no longer using the Tears of Midnight. She kept her continued friendship with Larkin hidden for years. Carys and Larkin were behind the assassination attempt on his life.

Or so he was led to believe by—Imogen.

Could the woman he had loved and trusted be what his mother claimed? Could every choice he made have been built on a lie?

He started walking again, this time faster despite the pain aflame in his leg.

Oben was right. Andreus wore the crown, but if he wanted to be a king he had to start acting like it—whether the Council of Elders liked it or not.
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“Are you all right?” Garret stopped his mount next to hers. “We can go back, and I’ll keep up the search if you wish.”

She blinked away the fatigue and studied the landscape. For the first hour after dawn, Carys had insisted on continuing to look for Larkin. But as the temperature rose, Carys felt hope fade. The wave of warmth made it easier to travel, but the melted snow destroyed all chance of locating her friend’s tracks. Larkin was out there somewhere and Carys was powerless to help her.

“No.” Carys straightened her shoulders. “I thought I saw something in the distance, but I was mistaken. We should keep going.”

“You need rest, Carys,” Garret said quietly.

“I’m fine,” she lied. Her body ached with fatigue, but there was no time for sleep. The Xhelozi presence this far to the west meant it was only safe to travel during the day. She had to reach the seers and learn what she could about Imogen’s rise to power as quickly as possible. There was no telling when Imogen’s co-conspirators would strike in the Palace of Winds. Carys had to return before that happened. And if Larkin got away from Errik, she would ride with all haste to the Village of Night. Carys was determined to be there when her friend arrived.

“Larkin isn’t the only one who knew of your plans to visit the seers,” Garret said quietly. “If she does manage to get there, Errik and whatever forces he might have won’t be far behind. If we take a few extra days to ride to Bisog, I can gather men to defend you . . .”

“No,” Carys snapped. Her cloak fluttered. She would not spend several days traveling to Garret’s district and his source of power. If Errik was rounding up troops to come to the Village of Night, Carys had to beat him there or risk him destroying any chance of her learning the truth behind Imogen’s rise to power. “We will continue riding southwest to the Village of Night.”

Since Garret claimed he didn’t know this area and had no idea how to get to the place of the seers, Larkin’s vague description of the route was the only navigational tool Carys had. The forest Larkin had spoken of had been easy to find, but the trees stretched for leagues, and, now that they were on the other side, Carys had no way of knowing if they were going in the correct direction or if they were too far north or south.

She would not show uncertainty around Garret. He had helped her escape and seemed to know her secrets, but she didn’t trust him.

“Come on.” Carys nudged her horse forward, but Garret reached out and grabbed her arm.

“Look.”

Carys looked to the muddy ground where he pointed.

Wide prints were set deep in the wet earth. They measured at least as long as the tips of her fingers to her elbow with three marks as long as her hand jutting out like toes. The deep scrapes in the mud next to those toes made it clear what had made those prints.

“The Xhelozi,” she said as her stomach churned.

“Have you ever heard of a time when the Xhelozi came this far west?” Carys asked.

Garret looked down at the prints scarring the earth. “Only in a story that seemed impossible when I heard it.”

Carys frowned. She hadn’t heard many stories growing up. Her brother had hated the storytellers, who always seemed to weave the power of the seers into their tales. He refused to believe in the seers. Because believing in them would be admitting that his illness—his curse—could lead to the downfall of Eden. So, while the rest of the court listened with rapt attention to the traveling storytellers, she and Andreus had been in the tunnels of the palace pursuing other entertainments. Now, with the wind whispering in her mind, Carys wished she had paid more attention.

“My grandfather used to say the storytellers were wrong about the Xhelozi.” Garret cocked his head to the side as if trying to hear the words his grandfather spoke. “That the Xhelozi were not spotted outside the mountains until a few years before the Bastians lost the throne. I assumed it was because there were more hunting parties searching the mountains for kills then. My grandfather liked to regale everyone with those stories, too.”

“Perhaps,” she said. Or maybe there were forces—things besides the cold and dark that called the Xhelozi to hunt in greater numbers.

“After what happened the past few weeks, it is hard to be surprised by much of anything and my guess is there are more surprising things to come before you ascend your rightful place on the throne.”

“You speak in riddles, Garret.” Carys reached under her cloak for the hilt of one of her stilettos as her horse danced beneath her and dead leaves swirled from the ground up into the air. “I am tired of your knowing nods and secretive smiles. It is time to share with me what you know about your uncle and what the Council has been plotting. And why you insisted on coming with me when I feigned death and fled the Palace of Winds.”

“I wanted to make sure you returned and used your power to help Eden as I promised my uncle you could,” Garret said smoothly. “I know you are the reason the arrows broke before striking Larkin. I’ve suspected what you can do for quite some time.”

Carys stilled. “Why would you think I had anything to do with that? And your uncle thinks I’m dead.” The Chief Elder of the Council would never have allowed Andreus to be installed as King had he thought there was a chance she was alive.

Garret smiled. “Perhaps. Or perhaps he has understood the advantages of turning a blind eye. As for the other, I have watched you more closely than you think. I have studied what I believe you can do. You don’t trust me, but once you do I will be able to help you . . .”

A scream pierced the air. A woman’s scream.

Larkin!

Carys wheeled her horse toward the rocky hills to the south and squinted into the sunshine. The shout echoed again. Carys drew her stilettos with one hand and urged her horse toward the sound at a gallop. The clattering of hooves behind her said Garret had done the same.

Her mount slipped on a patch of mud and Carys almost lost her grip as it regained its footing. Another shout echoed—a long, chilling sound that raked down Carys’s spine—as they crested the top of the hill and she could see the source of the screams.

Far in the distance, a girl was struggling with two men. Another man with a broadsword was standing over a white-haired body crumpled on the ground.

The restrained girl spat and one of the men reached back and slapped her across the face. Still, she continued to kick and bite, trying to free herself as the men laughed.

Garret pulled his horse up next to Carys. “It’s not Larkin.”

“We have to help her,” Carys said as the laughing man flipped open the girl’s cloak, grabbed the neckline of her dress and yanked it downward.

Carys nudged her horse forward and Garret’s hand clamped over her arm. “Don’t be foolish,” he hissed. “Look over there.” Carys followed his gaze to where seven horses carrying travel packs were tied near a small stone outbuilding not far from the farmstead’s windmill.

“Some of the brigands must be in the house,” Carys realized.

One of the men slapped the girl again. Even at this distance Carys could hear the contact of flesh against flesh and see the blood dripping from the crack in the girl’s lip. Blood pounded in her head. The whispering that had quieted returned louder than ever as the girl stopped struggling and the man with the broadsword strutted in her direction.

Carys started her horse forward and Garret grabbed the reins. “We’re outnumbered and there is a chance that you could be recognized. No one can know you are alive until you are ready to reclaim the kingdom.”

“I don’t care!”

A muted scream came from the direction of the squat farmhouse.

“A queen has to put the good of the kingdom ahead of any individual.”

The girl’s head, which had been hung in defeat, came up as she kicked the man who had laughed square in the groin. The man with the broadsword swept her feet out from under her and she hit the ground. Carys yanked her arm free of Garret’s grip and pressed her knees into her mount’s flanks.

The wind howled with rage as the horse shot forward down the incline, leaving the rest of Garret’s plea behind. A man pulled at the girl’s clothes while the other two, with their backs to her as she approached, cheered on the assault.

The first of her stilettos left her hand and buried itself in the back of the man climbing on top of the screaming girl. She clutched the other hilt tight as her horse closed the distance toward the other two, who had stopped cheering as their fellow brigand toppled to the ground. Two men with weapons. One stiletto.

The brigands spun, shouted as they saw her and her stallion bearing down on them. They fumbled for their swords. Shouted for reinforcements as Carys rode her horse directly toward a blond bearded man struggling to get his weapon free of its sheath.

The other dirt-streaked, dark-haired brigand raced, sword in hand, toward her. The girl on the ground scrambled to her feet.

Carys let the stiletto fly as her horse reared. She grabbed the pommel, squeezed her legs, and hung on with all her might.

Her horse whinnied. The wind roared, and the man spun in the air. He cried with fear and begged. “Stop! Please stop!”

Begged. Like the girl he had been attacking. The man wanted mercy, but he would get death.

The wind twisted. Rage burned in Carys, hot and thirsty for blood.

The man screamed in horror.

Carys smiled at his fear.

His head snapped and the scream was gone.

The air went still and the man dropped to the ground with a thud. Carys’s horse reared again and there was a sickening crack of hooves connecting with flesh.

Anger was replaced with a different feeling. Gone was a fatigue and the deep ache of withdrawal and the lack of control she had felt her entire life. The chill that had plagued her vanished in a flash of heat.

Sastisfaction, that was what she felt. The whispers roared approval as she turned to look for something else to destroy.

Then she heard the whimper and turned to see the girl looking with horror at the broken man on the ground. His arms and legs were bent in abnormal directions like a doll that had been stomped on in a tantrum.

And his neck.

Its flesh was twisted and ripped—gaping from the force of the wind and her anger.

The air went still. Carys gasped. The whispering disappeared as bile rose in her throat. She had meant for the man to die. But she hadn’t meant to do that.

Shouts rang out from one of the buildings.

“Are there others?” Carys asked as the girl climbed to her feet.

“There are at least four more. Inside the house.”

The wind rustled her cloak and the whispers began again. Carys shook her head and pulled her bow and quiver out of one of the side travel packs. She flung her leg over the saddle and leaped to the ground.

“You have to hide.”

The dark-haired girl shook her head. Her winter cloak was unfastened. The front of her dress was torn to her waist, but the girl didn’t try to cover herself. Instead she reached down, grabbed the large, bloodstained broadsword from the ground with both hands, and slowly raised it. Her arms shook from the weight that she would never be able to swing with any force. “They have my family.”

The girl’s eyes flicked to the house. Muted shouts floated on the air. Something clanged. There was a clatter of hooves to the right of her as a man emerged from the house holding a sword dripping with blood.

Anger sparked anew. Carys breathed deep and pulled back the string of the bow. The man’s eyes widened a moment before a point drove deep into his forehead and he toppled off the steps of the house, leaving the front door standing wide open.

Garret slid off his horse and drew his sword. The girl swung toward Garret, fear and defiance lighting her face.

“He’s with me,” Carys called. She yanked one of her blades from a man’s back and the other from the attacker’s throat, then assessed the third—the girl’s grandfather. His hands were coated in blood from where the sword had punctured his stomach. The white-haired man’s eyes were open but saw nothing. He was dead.

“Stop it!” A boy’s frantic scream echoed from somewhere inside the house. “Leave her alone!”

“My brother!”

Carys gripped the hilts of the stilettos in her hands and turned toward the house as a young boy started screaming.

“Carys!” Garret hissed and fell in step beside Carys as she started across the courtyard toward the house.

Something crashed.

The wind whispered again, fanning the kernel of anger that seemed to burn hotter and stronger. Wanting to break free. Desperate to hurt as she and the girl and the girl’s grandfather had been hurt.

No! She couldn’t set the wind free. Not when she couldn’t control it.

Men shouted. A child sobbed for his mother.

“Shut that brat up, now!”

Garret blew out a breath and whispered, “I’ll go first. They’ll think I’m the threat and by the time they realize they have to worry about you, it’ll be too late.”

Carys nodded and followed Garret to the doorway. Her mind swirled. She fought against the anger that threatened to break free with every beat of her heart. She held her breath and shifted her hold on her blades as Garret stepped through the door.

“You men are here uninvited. I order you to leave,” Garret said smoothly.

“Who the devil are you?” a gruff voice yelled as Carys stepped into the dimness of the house.

It took a second for her eyes to adjust to the change of light. Metal clanged against metal. A young boy wailed and scurried toward an older woman huddled on the floor in the corner of what must have once been a homey kitchen. Garret slashed over a broken wooden table at a black-bearded man with missing teeth. The man leaped out of the way of the blade and slashed back. Two others came running into the kitchen.

Carys barely raised her voice. “Hey—”

He turned and her stiletto found his chest, punching through an all-too-familiar yellow and blue insignia, before he spoke another word. Seeing the emblem of Eden—an indication that these were her kingdom’s soldiers—made her ill. She refused to think of them as anything but enemies as her second blade pierced into the other man’s gut a moment later.

The toothless attacker dropped his own sword arm just a hair as his comrade fell. Garret jabbed his long, wide blade into the man’s chest and out through the other side. The man’s sword fell from his hand. Garret yanked his sword out of the body and the man crashed to the ground. Garret then walked toward the two men Carys had felled. He slit the throat of the man with the stiletto in his stomach as Carys retrieved her weapons.

“Mummy!” A curly-haired boy who looked to be about four struggled against the gray-haired woman who held him tight in her arms. “Grammy, I want Mummy.”

“We’ll find her,” the woman said, the anguish in her eyes telling Carys the woman feared the attackers had not left her daughter alive.

“We’ll look for her and help you get the bodies out of your home,” Carys said, wiping a line of blood from her face.

“Thank you,” the old woman said dully as she hugged the squirming child.

It took time for Carys, Garret, and the girl to drag the three men out of the house and find the other members of her family whom the brigands had restrained in the other room—the boy’s mother thankfully alive and among them. The only fatality was Naila’s grandfather, who had died before Carys and Garret had arrived to lend aid.

“My father and Viktor went to town today,” Naila said, looking down at her grandfather’s face. Garret had moved the grandfather’s body to the barn so that he could be prepared for burial, and was now watering and feeding the horses as he waited for Carys. But she couldn’t leave. Not yet. “Father didn’t want to go, but we were running low on supplies and he was worried the snow would come again soon and make travel too hard. Grandpa told Warin to watch for travelers while he milked the goats and mucked out the stalls, but Warin must have gotten bored and snuck off.”

Naila kicked a bale of hay and put her hands over her face. “I should have made sure he was still watching. I didn’t hear the horses until Grandpa told me someone was here and to stay hidden. But I couldn’t, you know? Not after what happened a month ago at Briggins Manor.”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t know what happened at Briggins Manor. I live . . . farther to the north,” Carys admitted. “There have been other attacks like this? Or, have the Xhelozi come this way?”

“My mother says the Xhelozi are a fairy tale—used to make children afraid of wandering out at night.” Naila gave a ghost of a smile despite her swollen lip. Carys didn’t have the heart to correct her. Then the smile faded. “I would rather the Xhelozi than the deserters we’ve had roaming the southern districts.”

“Deserters. This has happened before?”

“Father says when a war has gone on so long, men don’t remember why they are fighting. When they don’t remember, it is easy for men to lose their way. At least a dozen packs of deserters have come to this area since winter last ended. Eden guardsman and foreign ones, too. A few have asked if they can work for food. The rest . . .” Naila placed a hand on her grandfather’s shoulder, then sighed. “They are trained soldiers with weapons given to them by their kings. You either hide and let them take what they want, or they kill you.”

Naila lifted her eyes and clutched her cloak together in the front. “And sometimes before they kill you, they make sure that you want to die.”

Carys had heard her father talk to Micah about food shortages, attacks on supply wagons, and the need for more fighting men. Never about deserters from Eden’s own guard.

Carys cocked her head to the side. “You say foreign soldiers have passed by your farm? Those men. What were their colors?”

“Most of them wore brown and gold.”

Not the colors of the kingdom they were warring with. Instead, those were the colors of the Bastians. The same worn by the soldier who stopped his attack short when he recognized Errik. “When? When did you see them? Recently?”

Naila nodded. “My father says he saw the first not far from the forest when he rode to town three weeks past. I spotted the last group just days ago. They were going northeast.”

Northeast—toward the Palace of Winds. Were they part of the Bastian attack force? Perhaps they had deserted, or maybe they were traveling in small groups because it was easier to avoid notice. If the Bastian forces were now within Eden’s boundaries, Errik could, at this moment, be delivering Larkin to them.

“I’m sorry for your family’s loss,” Carys said. Naila draped a worn blanket over her grandfather’s body and covered his face. “I wish I could have done more.”

“Without you, we would all be dead.” Naila turned to her and bobbed a curtsy. “This is not your fault, Your Highness.”

The title and the genuflection stilled Carys’s heart. “I think you have me confused with someone else. Do I look like the kind of person with a place in the royal court?”

Even if Naila had seen her at a distance at a tournament, or in Garden City before the trials, now, dressed in the tight-fitting trousers Larkin had crafted, with unevenly cut short hair, Carys looked nothing like her old self, and certainly appeared nothing like royalty. Royalty maintained their façade at all costs—no matter what side of the wall they were on.

“The lord called your name. He said, ‘Your Highness.’”

“He likes to tease . . .”

“Also, a merchant from Garden City traded with us last week. He spoke of a princess, skilled as if by magic with long knives that were as silver as her hair.” Naila lifted eyes that were no longer filled with tears, but blazed with a fierce light. “I think you are her. But even if you say you are not, I would still call you Lady. For all that you have done.”

The words brought back the memory of the Trials, of standing on the battlements as she spoke to the crowd below.

The people. Her people. For years she had denied the connection to them, choosing only to focus on her twin and keeping him safe. Then they lifted the banners of blue and for the first time she realized she was not the disappointment to them that she had always thought.

They believed in her no matter the flaws they had seen and the walls between them.

“If you wish to honor me,” Carys said, “you will speak not of your suspicion about my identity. Not even to your family. Do you understand?”

If her survival reached Andreus’s ears, her brother would give the order to hunt her down himself.

Naila straightened her shoulders, gathered her skirts, and performed an awkward but deep curtsy. “I won’t tell anyone, Your Highness. I swear on my life.”

Certain the girl meant what she said, Carys asked, “Naila, have you ever been to the Village of Night?” With Bastian men infiltrating the countryside, it was even more important that she learn about the traitors inside Garden City and return to the palace with the utmost speed.

“I have not, Your Highness.”

Not a surprise, but Carys couldn’t help the stab of disappointment.

“But several people seeking the place of the seers have stopped here to ask my father for aid in finding it. He always sends them to Hopeshire Village to speak with the blacksmith.”

Then that was where Carys would go.

Garret tapped his foot and crossed his arms as Carys, the hood of her cloak now covering her shorn hair, said good-bye to Naila in the courtyard. She warned her that the Xhelozi were more than fairy tales and instructed her to keep as many lights on as possible in the dark winter nights to come. “Burn the bodies of the deserters, but keep their weapons and carry them at all times”—Carys smiled—“even if it makes you look less like a lady. Things like that don’t matter as much as some would like you to believe.”

Naila looked as if she wanted to say something else, but before she could Carys turned and mounted her horse. As she rode toward the gate, she looked down at the stained ground where the body of the beaten man once lay. The wind had torn him apart. A chill went down her back as she remembered how the body had dropped, broken, to the ground.

She had barely set off when the whispers returned. Disgusted as she was by what she had done, deep inside where the hurt and anger burned, she knew she would have the chance to do it again. A dark part of her welcomed that chance. And when she looked at Garret smiling at her, she knew he would welcome it, too.
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Andreus wiped his brow, looked up at the Palace of Winds, and frowned. “Why is the orb shining?”

Standing at the base of the steps carved into the plateau, which led to the palace, the Masters looked at him with bleary eyes. It had taken two sleepless days for the Masters to outline and finish the changes that were required to shut off the wind power to all but the essential lights that bordered the walls. Andreus had spent several hours of both days lending his hands to the cause. The work had to be completed as quickly as possible, leaving him little time to think of anything else.

The Council of Elders had been outraged by the idea of a torchlit Palace of Winds. Elder Ulrich suggested a more gradual approach, darkening sections of the palace to allow the court and those in the city to grow accustomed to the idea.

“It’s like wading across a cold river, Your Majesty,” Elder Ulrich had explained, training his one seeing eye on the other members of the Council. “You ease in a little at a time to brace yourself against the shock. Your subjects cannot take much more upheaval before their unrest devolves into chaos.”

“Weak kings believe the only people they can control are those who are cowering in fear,” Elder Jacobs added quietly as he stroked his long dark braid. “Your father was not weak.”

“Nor is King Andreus,” Elder Cestrum said smoothly. “He made his abilities clear during the Trials of Virtuous Succession. I am sure many here in the palace, including the Masters, fear crossing him. Fear can be a useful tool.”

Andreus wished he could use that tool on the Council of Elders. He instructed them to inform the court and post notices in Garden City about the blackening of the orb and the change in the rest of the lights. If all went as planned, he would keep the fear at a manageable level. At least until the wind began to blow again or the stored power ran out.

The orb had been darkened. The city stayed bright.

Only now the orb was glowing again, drawing on precious power stores—against his command.

“Were the orders I gave to block the energy from the orb not carried out?” he asked the Masters.

Master Triden flicked a glance at the Council, who were also assembled at the base of the steps. “We need . . . more time to alter the orb, Your Majesty. Once we finish the inspection, I will find a solution.”

“Night is approaching quickly, Your Majesty.” Elder Jacobs stepped forward. “If we are to do the inspections, we should start now, when the people will be able to see you riding the city streets. It will be a sign to them of your vigilance. An assurance that the city is safe.”

Andreus studied the Master. Master Triden lowered his gaze, and Andreus clenched his fist at his side. The Masters themselves had told him how much energy the orb required and had been insistent that it be shut down in order to keep the lines on the wall supplied with power for as long as possible.

And now the Masters defied him and accepted the word of the Council?

He—not the Council—sat on the throne. He was the King. His commands were the ones to be followed.

He turned toward Master Triden, prepared to demand the truth. Everyone within earshot would understand that he couldn’t be countermanded. Then, out of the corner of his eye he saw Elder Jacobs leaning forward, eyes bright as if awaiting Andreus’s rage.

Elder Jacobs had worn the same look during the Trials of Virtuous Succession when he claimed to be on Andreus’s side. But Andreus had no idea what side he was actually on other than his own. Carys had frequently said that whenever someone on the Council wished him to do something, it was a good enough reason to do the opposite.

Thinking of his sister’s words, Andreus swallowed his emotions, and nodded to Elder Jacobs. “The security of Garden City is paramount. Let us start our inspection. Our return is soon enough for the Masters to continue their work on the orb.”

The tour of the walls took hours as their party and a dozen of the King’s Guard traveled the perimeter of the city making sure all sections of the wall were receiving the power necessary to keep the Xhelozi at bay. As they rode, people lined the street to get a glimpse of Andreus—first in the fading light of day and later by torchlight. Here and there he spotted someone wearing a blue ribbon or piece of blue fabric tied on their arm.

For Carys—the one they lifted their banners for when she spoke to them atop the wall.

The kingdom had started the competition cheering for him. Now there were no ovations. Just looks of worry—and the remaining bands of blue.

They will cheer me again, Andreus thought. He would keep the Xhelozi from attacking and discover the truth behind his father’s and brother’s deaths. When he did, they would be glad. Then his people would see his worth as King.

“It appears the lights are all working as they should, Your Majesty,” Chief Elder Cestrum said as they reached the final section of the wall. “The Masters of Light are to be commended for their efforts.”

“Yes, everyone deserves a good night’s rest after all the work that has been done,” Elder Ulrich agreed. “It was important work. Captain Monteros was given instructions to see that the new seer be escorted back to Garden City with due haste, he may be delayed.”

Elder Jacobs nodded. “If all works out as planned, the wind will begin to blow as it always has and these precautions will be rendered unnecessary. But until then, the people of Garden City will know they are safe from attack—and that the King places their well-being above the comfort of those in the Palace of Winds.”

Commendation or condemnation? Andreus couldn’t say.

They turned from the wall and headed back toward the plateau and the palace.

“Your Majesty, may I have a word?” Elder Jacobs called.

Andreus sighed, slowed his horse, and turned. “Of course, what can I . . .” A flicker from the wall behind Elder Jacobs caught his attention and he pulled his horse to a halt.

“Is everything all right, Your Majesty?” Elder Jacobs asked.

The light dimmed, then brightened again.

“Did you see that?” Andreus asked.

Elder Jacobs glanced around with confusion.

“The lights,” Andreus said. “Did you see one of them flicker just now?”

Elder Jacobs shook his head. “I don’t believe so, Your Majesty. Is there a problem?”

“I think one of the new connections might need to be tightened.”

“I will go look at the connection now, Your Majesty,” one of the Masters said from nearby. “If there is a problem, I am certain it is minor.”

Elder Jacobs leaned close and whispered, “If there is an issue, it would be best to make sure the trouble is corrected as soon as possible, Your Majesty, or the people might blame you for the failure.”

Andreus glanced up at the orb still glowing in the sky, then back at the Master who was clasping and unclasping his hands. “No. Return to the Palace of Winds and get some sleep,” he ordered the anxious Master. “I believe I can handle any issues with the connection on my own.” Before the Elders could object, he smiled and added, “The men who taught me what to do trained me well.”

Master Triden gave a weary smile.

“Go back to the palace with the others. I will be along shortly.” Andreus turned his mount and headed back toward the wall, followed by several members of the guard. Andreus had always thought his father’s guards were a sign of how powerful and important he was. He had never imagined that one or more of them could pose a threat. Now, Andreus couldn’t help but wonder if the six men currently riding with him were truly sworn to serve him or if they served another.

He shivered and pulled his cloak tighter to ward off the chill of the night. He was looking forward to finishing this task and returning to his rooms, where a roaring fire and hot tea would await him.

Andreus climbed off his horse outside a narrow alley and left it with four of the guards, who he ordered to stand watch at the opening. Then, with the other two unmounted men, Andreus walked down the dark, narrow path between a glassblower’s establishment and a weaver’s shop that led to the portion of the wall he needed to study. When he turned the corner, he nodded at the two apprentices, who jumped to their feet and hastily bowed.

“One of you come with me to the top. The other stay here,” he ordered the two members of the guard, who walked with him toward the metal rungs on one section of the wall. One snapped to attention. The other waited for Andreus to start climbing before following behind him.

He took the rungs slowly on his way up the wall. Here the stone barrier stood over three times his own height. Madame Jillian had been pleased this morning to see that her new salve had finally beat back the infection that had been keeping the Xhelozi claw marks from healing, but the leg was still raw and unsteady. The last thing he wanted to do was fall to the cobblestones or onto the apprentices below.

His breath was coming hard and fast as he reached the top of the rungs. He pulled himself onto the rim of the thick stone barrier. Carys always said the walls represented a double-edged sword. The founders of Eden built the kingdom near the mountains to harness the wind’s power, never believing the threat in the mountains could, one day, overcome their precautions and lay ruin to all that had been built.

Ruling, his sister had observed, was also a double-edged sword, where a decision that solved one problem inevitably caused another.

Hauling himself up to the top, Andreus rubbed his aching leg. His twin might have been right, he thought as he climbed to his feet and waited for the guard to join him.

“Make sure no one comes up the ladder,” Andreus ordered. “I’ll be right back.”

As the guard drew his sword and stood at attention in front of the ladder, Andreus squinted into the blinding beams and carefully made his way past the narrow, illuminated cylinders. They stood several lengths tall and were placed every few paces along the wall to make sure no section was left in shadow. Each main connector controlled eight lights. Four on each side. It was a configuration Andreus had suggested to improve the distribution of power. The lights dimmed slightly and flared to life again as he reached the connector. He squatted down and pried open the stone that covered the lines.

Strange . . .

One of the wires had been loosened from the bolt, and then placed so that it was touching the conductor, but it was no longer secured. He wasn’t imagining anything. The light was flickering, and this was the cause.

Andreus sat back on his heels so as to not cast a shadow on the connections and studied the problem. The bolt had clearly been worked away with a prying tool of some kind. He could see the fresh scrape marks on the metal bolt and the casing around it. The Masters and apprentices all had tools that allowed them to loosen and tighten the bolts easily. Even if they had forgotten to fasten the wire after finishing the adjustment, they would never have done it in the method he observed here. No, whoever had caused this had to have done it after the Masters and the rest of the Guild of Light finished their alterations. Otherwise even the newest apprentice would have noticed the problem and alerted the Masters to correct it.

Pulling his own tools out of a pouch on his belt, Andreus flipped the switch that cut off the power and the light, rendering it safe to work. Quickly, he fixed the wire and tightened the bolt so the lights would not malfunction again and flipped the switch. He smiled with satisfaction as the lights flared, then placed the stone cover back atop the connector box. Pushing to his feet, he studied the brightly lit wall stretching around the city. He could see the outline of several guardsmen as they watched the lands beyond the wall for signs of the Xhelozi. None of the lights flickered. Everything appeared as it should.

Still, instead of turning to head back toward the guard he could see standing still as stone near the rungs Andreus had used, he limped down the wall to check the next connection. Just in case something similar had happened.

The connection in the next series of lights was fine. No pry marks. No wires waiting to malfunction and cast the wall in darkness. Whoever had sabotaged the one connection had done so in a way that made the lights not dependable, but still operational. That had to have been intentional. But why? What good was making the lights flicker for a few seconds? Why create a problem that would cause a set of lights to lose power at an unexpected time instead of when someone wanted darkness to obscure their actions?

It made no strategic sense.

He heard a thudding sound and turned to look down the wall in the direction from which he had come. The guard who had been waiting at the end of the wall just a moment before was no longer there.

Andreus started to call out, then spotted the guard’s body lying motionless at the top of the wall. The guard was either unconscious or dead. No doubt the one stationed below was as well.

The flickering light had been a trap, and Andreus had climbed right into it. Whoever had laid it had removed his guards and would be waiting for him in the direction that he had come from.

He slid the stone panel back into place, crawled to the edge of the wall, and peered down. Only a handful of places in the wall had rungs to aid someone in climbing up to the top. This wasn’t one of them. He would have to walk past another ten connection points atop the wall before he reached the next set of iron rungs. His still-injured leg wasn’t going to travel that distance very fast.

“Do you see him?” he heard a voice call.

In the distance, Andreus saw a man’s head crest the top of the wall not far from the guard’s body. “I’m almost to the top,” a different voice hissed, the sound carrying on the quiet of the night. “He couldn’t be far.”

Hopefully he was far enough to avoid suffering the same fate as his guards.

Andreus glanced down. He spied a small tree, low bushes, and several open-top barrels of rainwater in the courtyard next to this section of the wall. At twenty feet above the ground, Andreus wasn’t dumb enough to jump. Twenty feet was too far for both his leg and his neck to survive. If he was going to take an alternate route to the ground, he’d have to find a better option and he’d have to move fast. The first man had already climbed atop the wall and had turned in Andreus’s direction. The lights would blind him for at least a minute or two. Andreus had to make that time count.

Studying the ground below, Andreus scrambled along the wall looking for a way down. There. He spotted a cart loaded with several rolls of hay sitting next to the wall. “King Andreus,” a voice called. He looked up and saw a small, narrow shadow flying toward him just in time to flatten himself to the stone as an arrow zipped over his head.

He was too easy a target up here. He had to get off the wall.

Andreus slithered toward the edge, and shifted position. He dug his fingers into the cursedly smooth stone and eased himself over the edge. If he could dangle above the cart first before letting go, it would make the drop less . . .

His fingers slipped and he crashed onto the hay cart, his shoulder cracking hard against the wood rails. Chickens squawked and flapped, and a horse whinnied. His head rang. Gasping for air, he ignored the pain shooting down his arm and rolled toward the edge of the cart. Footsteps sounded above him high atop the stone wall. Whispers and shouts inquired as to where he could have gone.

He listened hard to the voices, trying to place whether they were familiar, as he flung himself off the cart. The voices were too deep for any of the Master’s apprentices and they sounded too gruff to be counted among the younger members of the guard. As much as he wanted to know the identities of the traitors, he wasn’t about to lose his life. With his leg in its current condition, he wasn’t up to fighting off more than one skilled swordsman at a time. But his leg wouldn’t be injured for much longer. Once it was healed, he would track them down and make them pay for the murder of his guards.

For now, Andreus grabbed the trace poles on the wagon like he was a horse and wheeled the cart several lengths away from the wall. He then dropped the traces and limped as quickly as he could toward the side of the nearest buildings. Then he headed for the street beyond them.

Everything ached.

His heart raced.

Chickens clucked from the nearby pen giving whoever was on top of the wall clear directions as to where he had come down.

Andreus reached the buildings, plunged into the pathway between them and was blinded by the dark. He blinked several times, hoping to adjust his sight to the shadows as he carefully limped along the building, feeling in front of him with his hands to keep from running into anything.

The sound of the chickens faded, and the rest of the sounds of the city came to life—laughing, horse hooves against cobblestone, the clang of metal, and the slamming of doors. His eyes adjusted as he hurried around the building, pushed open the gate, and reached the street.

Now what?

He looked in both directions, trying to decide where he was.

Working with the Masters of Light, he’d spent time in parts of the city in which most members of the court would never dare to tread, but with only a few flickering torches posted here and there outside doorways, he was having trouble deciding if he had been in this section of Garden City before, or where this particular road led. The only thing he was certain of was that he was a long way from the Palace of Winds and that his leg throbbed. He doubted he was going to be able to walk all the way to the Palace of Winds on it before the Council and the King’s Guard were alerted to his disappearance.

He heard the chickens squawk again and headed down the street he hoped led to where he’d climbed up the wall.

Gods it was cold. His throat was dry. The stone road was uneven. His head and his leg ached. And his chest was getting tighter with every breath.

Listening hard to the night behind him, he reached under his cloak and felt for the small vial in his pants pocket. Relieved to find it hadn’t shattered when he cracked his hip against the edge of the cart, Andreus pulled the vial out of his pocket and yanked out the cork.

After having taken at least one dose of the strong herbal concotion for each day of the past three weeks, he should have been used to the remedy his mother had had the castle healer concoct. But the acrid, bitter taste of the brew still made him grimace, which he took to be a good sign. Years ago, his mother had related a warning the healers had given to Oben, who they had been told was the holder of the affliction they were treating. They said that using the brew too often would render it less and less useful until there would be no stopping the symptoms when they stole his breath, and his heart strained hard enough to explode. Andreus would have to limit his use of the remedy once the threat to Eden was over. Until then, he would take his chances.

Hand on the hilt of his sword, and keeping to the shadows, Andreus hurried as fast as his leg would allow along the stone street. He took the turn to the left when another road intersected it. Then he ducked into the shadows and waited for several long moments for any sounds that might indicate the men who had been on the wall with him were following. Yet the fiddle and flute and tambourine playing coming from a nearby tavern made it hard to hear anything. All Andreus could do was keep going and try to stay a step ahead of the men who had set the trap for him.

Even though he was careful to avoid the areas with the most torchlight, Andreus still drew notice. Several men watched him from a doorway. Boys just older than Max raced down the street as a man walking down the street yelled, “Get inside, before the King’s Guard gets ahold of you.”

“They don’t care about us,” one of the boys shouted back.

“And they can’t arrest us if they can’t see us,” another said, laughing.

The King’s Guards. He couldn’t be sure which among them were compromised, but if he could find them in a group, odds were there would be enough of them with true fealty to the crown to keep him safe on the return trip to the palace.

Raising the hood of his cloak, Andreus made his way down several narrow streets. He approached a gray-haired merchant dressed in a cloak decorated with the symbol for the Silversmith Guild, and quietly asked, “Excuse me, Goodman. Could you tell me if there are members of the King’s Guard nearby, and if so, where I might find them?”

The silversmith’s hand hovered over the sword at his side and his eyes narrowed. “You want to find the King’s Guard?”

Andreus nodded, careful to keep his face turned from the torches, making it harder for the man to recognize him. “I heard there were several members of the guard in this area after the King and the Council of Elders finished their tour of the wall.”

The silversmith cocked his head to the side and leaned toward Andreus. “Very few people actively seek out the King’s Guard who aren’t looking to cause trouble for others. The last thing we need in this city is more trouble. We have trouble enough as it is.”

“No trouble,” Andreus said quickly. The man thought he was looking to turn someone in. Andreus’s father and the Council under his rule had been known to reward those who helped ferret out unrest in the city and the rest of the kingdom. His father said throwing those who were looking to act against the crown in the North Tower discouraged others from doing the same. Treason had to be rooted out. Considering that any treason committed would now be against him, Andreus understood the sentiment. But he had noticed that more than once a man who was thrown in jail just happened to have a young wife who suddenly was comforted by the man who was behind the report.

Andreus shifted his feet and shook his head as he searched for an excuse that would not give his identity away. “I was hoping maybe I could show them my skill with a sword. I thought I could join their ranks. My family is struggling and I thought—”

The man nodded. “Follow this street to the end and turn left. If they are still there, you will find them at the end of that road, but I would encourage you instead to go home. Be ready to guard your family if the lights fail and Garden City falls.”

A cheery thought.

The man glanced up at the palace and the windmills turning far too slowly and started down the street without another word.

Cursing the pain that was worsening with every step, Andreus followed the man’s directions down the narrow, smoke-filled street until he reached the end. He passed a noisy inn. Laughter and music flooded out the door when it opened and several patrons came out onto the street.

Andreus adjusted his hood and continued walking until he reached the two-story stone glassblower’s shop at the end of the road. He was close to where he had climbed up to the top of the wall. The guards who had escorted him to this location had to be near. He listened hard to the sounds of the night, doing his best to filter out the laughter and singing from the inn and the crackle of torches scattered along the street.

There was the clatter of hooves on the stone and the nicker of at least one horse. He thought he heard the murmur of voices, but he couldn’t be sure.

Slowly, he drew his sword, wincing at the hushed hiss the metal made as it freed itself from the sheath. Then, taking a deep breath, he peered around the wall and spotted two of the guards standing about ten lengths away in the center of the road with their backs to him. He was about to alert them of his return when he heard one of them say, “What do you think is going on?”

“How should I know? The others are going up on the wall now to look for the King.”

“They said Nigel must have lost his balance and fell, but that can’t be right. We were told to report if the King did anything unusual or spoke to anyone. What if this is something Elder . . .”

“Keep your voice down! If you want to go sticking your head in a rock wolf’s mouth, you go ahead. Nigel is dead. We were told to hold our position while the others look for King Andreus. I don’t know about you, but an Elder’s coin isn’t worth getting tangled in whatever is happening right now. I want to keep my head attached to my neck.”

The guardsman started to turn and Andreus dove back around the corner and pressed his hand to his stomach. He kept still as stone. Every breath he took sounded loud and harsh in his ears. He waited for footsteps coming his way, yet none materialized.

Slowly, carefully, he straightened, adjusted his hood, and tried to decide what to do next. His leg was trembling more with each step. He steeled himself against the pain and willed himself to keep upright. This was his city—his kingdom. He was not going down without a fight.

The conversation had confirmed that the guard who had followed him up the wall had been killed. And now he knew at least one Elder had guards acting as intelligencers and reporting on him.

But which Elder? And who would have set this kind of trap? Anyone looking to assassinate him surely could have found a better way to isolate him than to hope he saw a flicker in the lights and decided to fix it himself.

Yet the plan had worked and he was isolated and uncertain as to whether the guards he should trust with his life were working for him or for a foe. Suddenly, it seemed the only guard he felt certain he could trust was one who had admitted to spying on him. Unfortunately, Graylem was not here.

He needed to buy himself time and pretend to be unaware of the trap he’d sprung. As long as his enemies thought of him as a rabbit oblivious to the rock wolf stalking, ready to pounce, the element of surprise would be in his favor. Then, the next time they tried to strike, he could catch the perpetrator unaware.

Turning, Andreus limped down the street toward the noisy, run-down inn and almost smiled when a group of three men and two women burst out of the front door.

One of the men slid his arm around one of the girls and tried to kiss her only to get shoved back into a post for his effort. Andreus shivered in the cold even as sweat dripped down his back. He concentrated on walking without a limp. As he got closer, Andreus realized the girls were near to his age and the men only a few years older. All were dressed in well-made, sturdy cloaks lined with fur. Not noblemen and -women, but from wealthy families. Likely merchant class who were slumming in this part of town. Clearly, they must have been drinking for some time, because the men were swaying as they walked.

They were perfect.

As they turned in his direction, he asked, “Is the common room closed so early?”

“No. The only thing done early is our coin.”

Andreus pushed off his hood and took a step forward so he now stood in the flickering light of one of the street torches. The black-haired girl standing next to the man who spoke gasped and dipped into a curtsy.

“King Andreus!”

He put a finger to his lips, pushed aside the pain that was making it harder for him to stay upright and gave his best flirtatious smile. “Shhh. I don’t want to announce to everyone that I’m here. I’ve had little privacy in the past few weeks and am desperate to talk to normal people instead of those desperate for favors.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” The girl with long, red hair returned his smile with a wide one of her own.

“How is the wine at this inn?”

“Not much worth the coin we spent on it, your lordship,” said a dark-haired young man as he staggered to the side, grabbed onto his friend to steady himself, and almost took both of them to the ground. But that hadn’t deterred him. “This inn won’t even allow us to buy on credit. Not even when I told them who my father was. They should have more respect for their betters.”

Andreus reached into the bag tied to his belt and pulled out several gold coins. “Maybe you can buy superior wine and gain a bit more respect with this?” He carefully placed the coins into the hand of the man who seemed to be the most in control of his faculties. “The next round is on me.”

The men let up a cheer. The girls appeared less enthusiastic as they watched their escorts head back into the inn with shouts for the best ale in the place.

“You are very generous, Your Majesty,” the redhead said with a seductive smile.

“It is easy to be generous when I am looking at such charming and beautiful women.” Andreus caught the girl’s hand in his own and lifted it to his lips. He reached for the hand of the ebony-coiffed girl, who looked flustered as he performed the same gesture with her. Still holding the hands of both women, he said, “I have to get back to the palace, but would love to learn more about both of you and hear your thoughts on what is happening in the city. Perhaps the two of you would like to join me somewhere more private to take our refreshment?”

Without a backward glance at the inn or the young men they had spent the evening with, the women tucked their hands in the crooks of his arms and giggled as they walked with him.

Clenching his jaw, he asked the girls their names and about their families and laughed at something the redhead said that he knew was supposed to be charming. He was too busy fighting the pain and attempting to look as if everything was normal to pay real attention.

“Your Majesty!” The guards turned and stood at attention as he and his escorts came around the corner and headed toward them. “We thought you were still up on the wall. Some of the guards . . . we thought there was a problem. One of your guards might have lost his footing, and we were worried when you did not return.”

“I hope the guardsman did not cause himself harm,” Andreus said as the image of the man’s crumpled body flashed in his mind. “As for me, I found myself farther down the wall and opted to come down in that spot.” Andreus laughed. “Which was lucky since I met these two lovely ladies in the process.” He winked at the younger of the two guards who was gaping with surprise. “They will be returning to the Palace of Winds with me.”

Getting on his horse was a struggle, but he managed, then instructed the two guardsmen he’d heard speaking earlier to give up their horses to the ladies. Walking was a small price to pay for their willingness to sell information about his movements to one of the Elders, but it would have to do—for now. If they had something more to do with the attack, Andreus would make sure their penalty was steeper.

When his party reached the steps that led to the gates of the Palace of Winds, Chief Elder Cestrum, Elder Ulrich, and Elder Jacobs came hurrying out of the entryway with several of the officers of the palace’s guard just steps behind. All of them wore expressions of dismay.

“Your Majesty,” Elder Jacobs called. “We are relieved to see you are safe!”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Andreus asked with a practiced smile while studying each of the faces in front of him, searching for signs of disappointment at his appearance.

“We heard rumors that there were disturbances in the city and that at least two members of the guard are dead.” Elder Ulrich turned his good eye on Andreus—with concern or calculation? “We were just ordering additional guards to find you. Eden could not survive if something else happened . . .”

“I’m fine.” Andreus laughed. “I’m sorry if you were worried, but the light was quickly repaired and I am going to celebrate by having dinner with my new friends. Let me know if you have news about what happened to the deceased guards.” He turned and beckoned the girls forward and once again had them take his arms.

“Andreus may be King, but he has not changed,” he thought he heard Elder Cestrum mutter.

Yes, I have, Andreus thought as he stiffly made his way inside. And he was going to make those who were attempting to take his throne pay. He only had to unmask them, and now with the help of his escorts he knew exactly where to begin.
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“It’s me,” Garret’s voice whispered in the night. A moment later, Carys heard a snap of twigs and saw the shadow of Garret navigating his mount into the grove of trees where Carys had been waiting for him to return from the town. As much as she’d wanted to join him, she could not risk being recognized. Not again.

He swung down from his mount. Leaves crunched under his feet as he crossed the space between them. “I’m sorry it took me so long. Naila’s blacksmith was harder to track down than I’d hoped. But he did provide me with directions. We should reach the Village of Night in less than an hour if we start riding now.”

The whispering grew louder in her mind at his words, as if warning her not to go. Or maybe it was her own fears that caused her to doubt this course of action. The Village of Night would provide not only answers about Imogen, but about Carys herself. Answers she wasn’t sure she wanted.

In the two days since leaving Naila, Carys had tried not to think about the quiet voice in the corners of her mind that called to her—beckoned her to embrace the force that had torn a man apart. Disgust at what the wind had done warred with the desire to wield the power again.

“We will wait to make sure no one from the village followed you before we start out,” she said. Perhaps Larkin would be waiting when they arrived. Carys had watched for her friend as they rode, but there had been no sign of her. Or Errik.

Here was another string of thought she wished to avoid. Errik had taken Larkin, and yet, despite this, every morning Carys woke and looked first for him.

Foolish. It had to be fear that made her yearn for the warmth and safety she had once believed his touch represented. And still . . .

“You don’t have to be afraid of what you feel, Carys,” Garret said quietly.

Carys jerked her eyes toward Garret, wondering what he saw on her face. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I’ve known you for a long time, Princess.” Garret stepped closer. “I know your expressions as well as I know my own.”

Did he? She shook her head. “I am merely impatient to get the answers I seek and return to Garden City.”

“You are scared of the power growing stronger inside you with every passing day.” Before she could deny it, he put a hand on her arm and looked into her eyes. “Carys, I’ve known what you are capable of for a long time. You tried to bury it inside you, but your power is too strong to be denied. You had to pretend with the others, but you don’t ever have to pretend to be less than you are with me. I saw what you did at the farm.”

The whispering in her head grew louder. Her heart pounded. “We have to get going.”

His fingers tightened on her arm. “You have changed the subject each time I have tried to talk to you of your gifts. You are scared of who you are becoming, but you don’t have to be.”

“You know nothing!”

“I know more than you think. I want nothing more than to help you, but I can only do that if you realize you can trust me.”

“Your uncle declared my mother’s grief-filled words insane and removed her from succession. He unearthed an obscure law in order to see you seated on the Throne of Light, and at the same time you just happened to arrive back at the Palace of Winds. And you wish for me to set all that aside and simply trust you?”

“My uncle’s choices are not my own, and I had good reason to leave the palace and to return when I did.”

“So you say.”

“Yes! So I say. I am not my uncle just as you are not your family. I am my own man just as you are your own woman.”

Carys frowned. She had never been her own person. She had never been allowed to be. She was the other half of Andreus. The other side of his reflection, whether she wanted to be or not.

“Then tell me why I should trust you,” she demanded as the whispers inside her head returned. “Tell me what you think you know about me and why you came back.”

“I left for the same reason that I returned. Because of you.” The wind pushed back the hood of his cloak, and his hair gleamed like dying embers in the moonlight.

The whispering stopped. Her stomach tightened. Garret turned and looked at her with a hunger in his eyes that made her step back. This wasn’t the gentle admiration that Errik’s gaze had expressed. It was a need to consume.

“Why?” she asked. “Because you want the throne? Because you think you’ll gain it through me?”

“I have no need of the throne if I have you.” Garret held her gaze, then raked a hand through his hair as he explained. “When I was ten my father sent me to court with my uncle and one instruction. I was to befriend the Crown Prince and become indispensable to him, which I was happy to do.”

“Micah was glad to have your friendship, but that’s not . . .”

Garret turned and walked toward the edge of the clearing. “As I was Micah’s closest confidant, every lord and lady of Eden courted my friendship in hope that I would use my influence to sway his decisions once he ascended the throne. I was given gifts. The furs and jewels I passed along to your brother claiming they were for him, but there were gifts I held back.”

“What kind of gifts?”

“Secrets.” Garret slowly walked toward her. “The Palace of Winds is filled with them. Alliances being made to consolidate power. Plots to gain more land. Speculation about the midwife who went missing after you and Andreus were born. Whispers about meetings held in dark corners with members of the Council of Elders, or those who had purchased the allegiance of the Captain of the Guard. All things I used to help Micah gain the fear and respect of those in the Palace of Winds even as I held back the most important things for myself. After all, your brother was my friend, but I was not foolish enough to think he would not turn against me if the opportunity called for it. That is the way of court and I was happy with that until a few years ago when I was approached by a minor nobleman looking for support in a land dispute with a much more powerful lord. For my assistance, I was given the gift of a woman’s satchel.”

“I don’t understand what this has to do with why you are here with me now.”

Garret continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “The man who gave it to me said it belonged to one of your father’s mistresses who disappeared years ago.”

The idea of her father’s infidelity was not shocking. Carys had heard whispers about the women who visited the King’s private quarters. Some members of court spoke loudly of it when Carys was among them, no doubt to see what the brooding princess would say or do. She said nothing. She did nothing. As far as she was concerned, as long as her father was occupied, he would have less time to consider Andreus, to puzzle out his curse. “Which mistress?” she asked. There had been many. No doubt more than even she knew about.

“It was Lady Diandra of Vigoral Keep,” Garret said quietly. Before Carys could react, he added, “She was my uncle’s wife—my aunt. She went missing when I was four years old. My only memory of her is of her drawing pictures for me when she and my uncle came to visit our keep. She was a skilled artist.”

Garret walked over to his horse and reached into one of the saddlebags. “I found a notebook inside with pictures drawn by her hand and notes that made little sense. There was nothing about her affair with the King or anything that could give me additional leverage so I put the book to the side. Then the wind tunnel struck the palace and I pulled the book out again.”

There was the now-familiar sound of flint striking rock, the crackle of flame, and when Garret turned he was holding a lit torch in one hand and a small leather-bound book in the other.

He opened to a page marked with a blue ribbon, crossed the distance between them, and held the book out to her. “My aunt had drawn this.”

The drawing took up both pages. A wind tunnel. It was drawn with skill that took Carys’s breath away. Beneath the tunnel, a man cowered. The man’s face wasn’t visible, but there was no mistaking the distinct star atop the staff he clutched in his hands. It was the same staff that Seer Kheldin—the seer who predicted that either she or her twin would be cursed and destroy the kingdom—had never been without. He had had that staff when the wind tunnel appeared in the sky.

“Years before the tunnel hit, my aunt knew what would come and drew it.”

“Your aunt was a seer.” Carys looked up from the book. “I still don’t understand . . .”

“Look at the bottom corner of the page.”

Garret held the torch higher, illuminating the section of parchment that had previously been obscured by shadows. And Carys gasped. The whispers in her head grew louder as she studied the miniature girl, hair streaming behind her, crown perfectly placed atop her head. The girl’s arms were stretched out to the wind—palms up. And on each outstretched hand was a tiny wind tunnel that matched the one in the sky.

The picture was of her.

The image was small and she was younger in the drawing than she was now, but there was no doubt the face was the one she had seen every day in the mirror—although rarely did she smile the way the girl was smiling here.

Carys had been on the battlements when the wind tunnel struck. She had followed Seer Kheldin to watch him attempt to call the wind that had been quiet for weeks. She saw the tunnel appear seconds before it struck one of the palace’s towers. The next thing she remembered was waking up with bandages on her head and her mother placing a small red bottle in her hands—to help with the pain.

“After I saw this picture, I understood what had happened on the battlements. I understood the power you held and how you could conquer the world in the name of Eden. And then I found this.” Garret flipped to the back page and held the torch high.

The page had water stains on it, but the wall surrounding Garden City was still recognizable as was the woman standing atop it. The girl had grown up. He hair hung just beneath her ears. The crown atop her head was larger than before—and appeared to weigh heavy on the frame of the one wearing it. On one side of the image was the blackness of night. On the other was light. She still held her palms out, but this time she was holding the wind in one hand and the orb in the other.

“My aunt foresaw your power before you were born. She knew the wind tunnel that crushed the turret windmill and almost destroyed the palace. She saw that you would hold the fate of Eden in your hands.”

“So you returned because you wanted the power you thought you had gained by being close to Micah.”

“No.” Garret extinguished the torch on the wet ground, and darkness rushed into the space the light once possessed. “I am attracted to power. I won’t pretend otherwise. In Bisog, strength and power are revered. And there is something seductive about a person who holds the lives of everyone in a kingdom in his . . .” Garret closed the book she held and put his warm hands on either side of hers. “Or her hands. But you were not embracing your power. That remedy—those Tears of Midnight were keeping you from becoming the woman you were meant to be. You were weak, even though the kingdom needed you to be strong, and I knew you would require someone at your side to help you gain that strength.”

Pressed between the book and Garret’s hands, Carys’s fingers were hot. Her heart raced as she looked at the man she had felt a girl’s attraction to. Only she wasn’t a girl anymore. “Is that why you left?” she scoffed. “Because I was weak and you were disappointed?”

“I was the weak one. I didn’t trust you to turn away from the Tears of Midnight on your own, and there were none around you who could help you. Only your brother discovered my plan. He and Oben were waiting for me when I snuck into your chamber intent on stealing you away.”

“You—tried to kidnap me?” How had she not known?

“Your brother was furious at my betrayal. He thought I had feigned my affection for him because I wanted you. Because I wanted to marry you and to move up a place in the line of succession. He gave me a choice—to leave the palace, or be thrown in the North Tower for treason. So I left, but I didn’t abandon you. I sought out those who could teach me about the power inside you so that when the time came I could impart that wisdom to you.”

There was only one place he could have learned what he claimed. “You’ve been to the Village of Night?” She pulled her hands back. “You’ve been lying about not knowing how to get there?”

“I have been to the Village of the Night, the place of the seers, but last time I came from the north and I came with a guide. I could not be certain I could find my way from the east in the time you needed. But,” he continued quickly, “my time there was well spent. I learned you must give yourself entirely to your emotions. The more you feel, the more power the wind will have when it strikes.”

She remembered the surge of joy that ran through her when the man was torn apart by the wind. The whispers grew louder—yearning for her to release them again. Looking into Garret’s face, with his eyes shining with excitement, she realized a small, terrible part of her wanted to give in. She wanted to feel that power, to let the world see the hurt she could inflict on those who wished her harm.

The trees around her rustled.

Fear and anger and bitterness and desire for revenge churned. The wind swirled in her mind. She saw the Hall of Virtues—her brother seated upon the throne. The air gusted in the Hall. The crown flew from her brother’s head as his neck snapped.

“No. I can’t.” She shook her head. This wasn’t what she wanted.

Was it?

“You don’t have to be afraid,” Garret insisted. “I am here to guide you. Together we will reclaim your throne and you will become the most powerful Queen Eden has known.”

His voice rang with conviction that spoke to something deep inside her. The Council would listen to Garret. He would help her pave the way to taking back her kingdom. He would help her destroy her enemies.

“Andreus betrayed you, but I never will.” Garret reached out his hand. “There is power in being needed by someone who appears to need no one. That is the power that I have sought all my life. You will stand for the kingdom and I will stand for you.”

The wind swirled as she stepped forward and reached out to take Garret’s hand in hers. The Council would accept her with Garret at her side. He’d help her push the limits of her power and together . . .

Errik’s smile flashed in her mind and the air went still as she pulled back her hand. “I can’t.”

Garret’s eyes narrowed. “Is it because of him?” he demanded. “Errik? Because you have feelings for him?”

“I don’t know,” she said truthfully.

“Errik betrayed you. He took Larkin—your closest friend. Right now, he could be using her against you, and when he and the Bastians are done, they will kill her. And yet you still trust him over me?”

“No.” She didn’t. Garret was right. Errik had betrayed her. He had taken Larkin in the middle of the night with no explanation. He didn’t deserve her trust. But Garret seemed to. His eyes were hot on hers as she said, “I am trying. I simply need time.”

Garret looked off in the distance, beyond the trees and nodded. “We will ride to the Village of Night. We will get the information you seek, and I promise that by the time we get back to the Palace of Winds, you will trust me.” He held up the book. “And then, we will be unstoppable.”

Unstoppable.

She didn’t need his assistance, but Garret held her horse steady as she mounted, and stayed close to her side as they rode through the trees to the southwest. Garret’s final words echoed in her mind, mixing with the ever-present whispers of the wind and the emotions that were so quick to bubble to the surface now.

The Tears of Midnight had dampened her emotions. Now, each time anger flared, Carys wanted to lose herself in her rage’s white-hot embrace. Just as she used to lose herself in the Tears of Midnight. Perhaps that was the reason she could not trust herself to surrender to the emotions inside her and to Garret’s need for her trust.

Trust Garret? Trust Errik? After her brother’s betrayal, trusting anyone seemed a fool’s errand.

She thought of Andreus, and the murmur of the wind grew inside her head. He had needed her. He had taken her entire life and she had given it to him because his life was just as important to her as her own.

Had he ever felt the same?

She had believed he had. Each time he teased her from a bad mood or stood up for her when their mother was harsh, Carys had felt the tie between them strengthen. Yet at the first real test of his love, Andreus snapped the connection between them. They were no longer reflections of each other. He wanted to shine on his own.

The wind howled around her. The anger that always seemed to be smoldering burst into flame. The wind called for her to unleash everything she’d always had to keep buried inside.

Garret wanted her to give in to that anger—to be a weapon.

But her mother had said she was meant to be a shield.

Deep inside, she feared that without her twin she was nothing.

She refused to be nothing.

They reached the stream the blacksmith had directed Garret to look for and headed west toward what had for hundreds of years been the home and training grounds for the Guild of the seers. Carys could feel Garret’s resolve strengthen as they rode toward a small hill in the distance. It grew taller with each step the horses took. Anxiety and anticipation churned—the wind grew louder with every passing league.

They reached and rode around a tall stone wall that circled the hill. Another wall like the one around Garden City.

“The blacksmith said if we follow the wall, we will eventually come to the entryway,” Garret said.

A bell chimed from somewhere in the dark. It sounded as if it was coming from atop the hill.

They were here. Finally she would get the answers about Imogen she craved, and those about herself that she feared.

Carys thought she could hear muted voices as they rode through the night. Finally, she spotted a stone archway emerging from the shadows and pointed. Garret nodded and they walked their horses toward it. Carys pulled her hood up and sank into the folds of her cloak. There were no torches to light the way or mark the entrance, but as soon as they rode under the arch, several people dressed all in white stepped out of the shadows.

“My Lords, welcome to the Village of Night.” A dark-haired woman in a white cloak walked toward them, the bottom of her dress fluttering in the chilled breeze. “All who seek are welcome, but weapons are not allowed beyond this point. If you wish to enter, you must leave your steel and bows here along with your horses where the guardians will see they are safe and well-tended until your time of seeking has come to an end.”

Garret looked at her, his eyebrow raised in question. Surrendering their weapons was the last thing she wanted to do, but she also could not protest without revealing that she was not a lord, but a lady. Nodding to Garret, Carys pulled the bow and quiver of arrows from her pack, slid down to the ground, and silently handed them to the woman. Garret sighed, dismounted, and followed suit by passing over his long sword with a frown. The small man who took the weapon seemed unfazed by the weight.

Carys reached into her pack and pulled out a knife she took from the deserting soldiers but did not reach for her stilettos.

“Without our weapons, we will not be able to defend ourselves if there is an attack,” Garret said.

“If you do not intend harm, harm will not befall you,” a broad-shouldered man said. “What do you seek inside these gates?”

“Understanding,” Garret said smoothly so Carys would not have to answer.

“Understanding is not easily come by. It can only be found when the heart and the mind are willing to surrender to truth.” The woman smiled. “The calling ceremony has just ended. If you follow the path up the hill to the stone circle at the top you will find food and maybe, my Lords . . .” She paused and turned to Carys. “You will also find the understanding that you seek.”

She knew. How long before everyone realized exactly who she was? The seers were supposed to see the future in the stars. Had they seen her arrival? Did they know what was still to come? Could they really help her defeat those who would tear her brother and the rest of Eden down?

They followed the dirt path as it wound through what appeared to be small, squat, lifeless dwellings until they reached the base of the hillside. There the path began to glow with a pale, ghostly green light.

“Fungus,” Carys whispered. The entire path was lined with mushrooms that gave off the faint, otherworldly glow. The light cast by the mushrooms wasn’t bright, but enough to help guide her steps as they climbed the path to the stone circle atop the hill.

Several villagers dressed in white cloaks were coming out of the circle as they reached the top and stepped through the archway into what looked to be a feast. Mushrooms glowed here in the large stone space. Stars winked from the sky above, and everywhere there were men and women dressed in white eating food from the tables in the center of the circle and talking in hushed voices.

Heads turned their way. One by one conversation in the circle stopped and everything went quiet. Carys looked for Larkin, hoping her friend had made it here. She saw someone move near the side of the wall. Thought she saw a flash of Larkin’s dark hair before a man with a beard approached. He lowered his hood, and the moonlight gleamed off his scalp as he nodded to her and Garret. “Welcome to the Village of Night. We have been expecting you.”

“Did you see our arrival in the stars?” Carys asked.

“The stars didn’t tell them you would be coming,” a voice snapped from behind her.

Carys spun around.

Several men wearing mail shirts and the familiar blue-and-yellow cloaks that marked them as members of Eden’s guard had come to stand in the archway blocking any escape. Captain Monteros, head of Eden’s guard, strode through the crowd in front of them.

Smiling at Carys, he placed his hand on the pommel of his sword—a sword he wasn’t supposed to be carrying in the Village of Night. “The stars had no idea you were coming. But I did.”
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Andreus closed the door to his rooms behind him, stumbled, and fell to his knees. Without the inadvertent support of his female companions who were currently waiting for him in the Hall of Virtues, he had barely made it on his injured leg back to his rooms.

Max jumped out of a chair near the fire and bolted toward Andreus. “The Xhelozi! Did they attack? Should I get Madame Jillian? I know you don’t want me to be in the palace halls, but I can be quick. I promise.”

For the past several days since Max had been thrown over the battlements, Andreus had insisted that Max stay confined to these rooms. Something Max had complained about before Andreus went on the tour of the lights.

“No, Max,” Andreus said between clenched teeth. He sat on the ground and stretched his injured leg out in front of him. He forced himself to take several low breaths to ease the tightening of his chest. “The lights are all working. I put too much stress on my leg before it was healed,” he said, careful not to mention how he had stressed it. Max was spirited and loyal, but he couldn’t keep a secret no matter how hard he tried. “And let’s not bother Madame Jillian. You know how she gets when she learns one of her patients has disobeyed her instructions.”

Max nodded with vigor. “When Madame Jillian is mad, she’s the doom.”

“After dealing with the Council, I’ve had enough doom for one day.” Andreus forced a smile. Sweat dripped down his back. His heart beat hard. He needed time alone, but the thought of sending Max out of his rooms to roam the palace halls gripped Andreus’s stomach.

Andreus was almost certain Max was attacked as a diversion. Someone had simply needed to escape the battlements without anyone learning of his identity, and Max had gotten in his way.

He looked at the boy—his large brown eyes. His unruly curls that had grown long and tangled since the time Andreus had found him—dying on a patch of dirt. He’d seen himself in the boy, and what he might have been had his sister not done everything to shield his own curse from the world.

Unfortunately, Andreus didn’t have the luxury of shielding Max the way Carys had shielded him. Not anymore. As King, he had to allow those who served him to take the risks he could not, and Max was one ally that Andreus was certain could be trusted.

Pulling the knife from his belt, Andreus held it out to Max and said, “I need you to go to the Queen’s rooms and speak to Chamberlain Oben. Ask him for some of my mother’s special tea.” It would relax Andreus’s muscles and dull a bit of the pain. “Bring it back here. Once you have done that, I want you to find Graylem. He said he was assigned to the stables tonight. Show my seal to his captain then bring Graylem back here with you. Keep to the servants’ hallways whenever possible, and do not hesitate to use this knife if you think you are in danger.”

“Yes, King Andreus!” With wide, excited eyes, Max took the dagger from Andreus, gave a hasty bow, and bolted toward the door. “I’ll be back soon.”

Andreus was counting on that.

As soon as the door closed behind the boy, Andreus gritted his teeth. He pushed himself up to his feet, taking care to keep most of the weight off his leg. He limped to the washbasin in the bedroom, unfastened his pants, and sat down to study how badly he had reinjured the wound.

The cagelike brace Madame Jillian had directed the castle blacksmith to fashion for him had broken in several places. It must have happened when he jumped from the wall into the cart of hay. Two metal strips that were supposed to help provide support when Andreus walked had snapped and scraped deep gashes beneath his knee.

The good news was that only one of the healing wounds made by the Xhelozi claws had reopened. Blood and a milky-white ooze were weeping from the injury.

He removed the brace and tossed it into the corner. Then he carefully cleaned away the blood from his leg and tightly wound a cloth bandage around the wounds. His leg still throbbed, but it was better, and with the cane Madame Jillian had instructed him to use just after the end of the Trials, he was able to wash. He changed into fitted brown trousers and a deep blue shirt with gold embroidery on the high collar and tight cuffs. By the time Max returned with the pot of the Queen’s tea and Graylem, Andreus had firmed up the plan he’d concocted on the ride back to the Palace of Winds.

“There are clothes laid out for you. Change into them and leave your uniform on the wooden chest at the foot of the bed,” Andreus instructed Graylem. The guard’s face looked pale and his eyes fearful as he hovered near the door as still as a statue.

“Did you hear me?” Andreus asked.

Graylem swallowed hard. “Yes, Your Majesty. I’m sorry, Your Majesty.” Then he hurried across the room, tripping twice on the carpet.

“Max,” Andreus said, taking the pot of his mother’s brew from the boy. “Could you help him before he hurts himself?”

Max grinned and bolted across the room to where Graylem was struggling to unfasten his breastplate. The guard’s actions weren’t exactly inspiring confidence in his abilities to help carry out Andreus’s plan. But Andreus only had to look at Max to remember the guard’s quick reflexes and strong grip on the battlements. They had saved the boy’s life.

The guard might be untried, but underneath the shaking hands and freckled face were nerves of steel. Andreus just hoped they would show themselves again tonight.

As Max helped the guard into black trousers that were an inch too short in the legs and a bit baggy in the waist, Andreus limped to the serving table and poured his mother’s tea into an ale stein. The familiar brew smelled of mint and lemon and tasted flowery with a hint of bitterness. He downed the entire mug and poured himself another. The drink would dull his reflexes a bit, but it was a risk he was going to shoulder since it was the only way to take advantage of the events of the day. And it was unlikely that those who killed his brother and father would wait for him to feel better before striking again.

The more time that passed, the more he was certain his enemies would strike soon. Unless he struck them first.

He downed the last of his mother’s tea, rolled out his shoulders, and bent his knees. From experience he knew the tea would continue to work its magic for the next hour or two, smoothing the edges off his pain and the anger that was simmering deep in his gut.

“You have to let me brush your hair,” Max complained, and Andreus turned to see the boy standing on the four-poster bed attacking Graylem’s golden, almost orange hair with fervor.

“He looks fine,” Andreus said, gaining a weak smile of gratitude from his unwitting ally. In the crisp white silk shirt and velvet, midnight blue vest, Graylem looked like a member of the court. “No one will mistake him for a guardsman in his current attire. You did a great job, Max.”

Max frowned at the brush, then shrugged and gave Andreus a grin. “Can I have an apple tart?”

“You can have one after Graylem and I finish entertaining our guests for the night,” Andreus agreed. “I want you to run one errand for me once we leave and then you need to stay out of sight until I return.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Max sighed, but he paid rapt attention to Andreus’s instructions before asking, “If I do well, can I have two apple tarts?”

“Graylem,” Andreus said, flexing his knees. “Let’s go.”

Andreus led Graylem into a narrow servants’ hallway lit by only a single torch and quietly said, “I am counting on the loyalty you spoke of.”

“Of course I’m loyal, Your Majesty,” Graylem stammered. “I have taken an oath to protect . . .”

“Oaths are easily broken,” Andreus said. “All members of the Council of Elders had taken an oath of fealty to my father and look how well that worked out. You claimed to be loyal to my sister.”

Graylem straightened his spine. “I was loyal to her, Your Majesty. Just as she was loyal to you.”

A knot formed deep in Andreus’s stomach. Doubt tugged at him.

Had his feelings for Imogen clouded his thinking? If so . . .

The knot tightened.

“My sister is no longer here.” He swallowed the bitter taste of those words. “I am, and I need your aid to find those who are plotting against Eden from inside this palace. As your King, I am asking for your oath of loyalty to me.”

Graylem didn’t hesitate for a beat before saying, “You have it, Your Majesty. Whatever the danger, I am honored to prove myself.”

“Good,” Andreus said, starting down the hall again. “There are questions that must be answered tonight, and the Council and their intelligencers cannot know I am asking them. You will distract them and be my shield, and we’d better hurry or we might face danger far sooner than I intend. There are two women in one of the Hall of Virtues antechambers who are expecting us.”

“We are going to speak with women, Your Majesty? How is that dangerous?”

Andreus laughed at the confusion in the guard’s voice. “Trust me, Graylem. And in my experience, there is one thing all women have in common. They don’t like to be kept waiting.”

The Hall of Virtues flickered with hundreds of candles. The white stone floors and columns reflected the light, making the towering white-and-gold hall radiate with a kind of warmth. A long table flanked by two servants was set with food and wine. It had been placed not far from the dais.

Two ladies jumped to their feet as Andreus and Graylem crossed the glistening floor and both dropped into curtsies. Andreus nodded and smiled, but his attention was focused on the throne atop the dais. The earliest memory he had was of his father seated on that throne. The light would gleam off the ornate gold arms and the inset sapphires glistening behind his father’s head. He had looked untouchable atop the dais, gazing down at those who bowed before him.

Andreus remembered thinking the throne was magic. That it made the person seated on it perfect—powerful. Unbeatable. That night, Andreus’s curse landed him in bed. Carys slept next to him, her hand in his as he stared at the ceiling holding his chest, thinking that if only he could sit on the throne the curse would go away.

In the past two weeks, Andreus had learned there was nothing magic about the ornate seat. It was hard and flat and impossible to sit upon with any hint of comfort.

He had come through so much, and still he was denied the thing he most wanted.

“Your Majesty,” Graylem asked quietly. “Is something wrong?”

Andreus looked at the throne one last time as it glowed in the candlelight appearing almost to be lit from within—looking once again as if it were the answer to all his problems.

But looks were deceiving, and he had believed in deceptive appearances for too long. It was time to find out the uncomfortable truths that lay beneath the light and virtues of his kingdom.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a figure standing deep in the shadows of one of the Hall’s antechambers. The figure shifted, and for a moment Andreus caught a glimpse of a scarred eye and a hairless scalp. Elder Ulrich. At least one of the Council was watching.

Good. Let them.

Turning his back on the throne, he smiled at the two girls looking nervous next to the banquet table. “With such lovely guests, what could be wrong?”

Andreus flattered the girls. He insisted Graylem sit next to the dark-haired one, and shook his head when Graylem started to correct her when she called him my lord.

“Lord Graylem’s title is still quite new,” Andreus said, looking over at the surprised face of his guard. “It was given to him because of service and sacrifice on behalf of my family and myself. I believe that rewards should not be saved for those who inherited their titles, but for those who have shown loyalty to the Seven Virtues of Eden.”

The girl next to Graylem took his arm and said something flirtatious.

The Queen’s tea smoothed away Andreus’s aches, but not the impatience he felt as he laughed and flattered and kissed the redhead’s hand and acted as if he had not a care in the world. Several times he caught sight of boys wearing the black attire that distinguished them as pages for the Council of Elders hovering in the antechamber doorways or near the entrance to the Hall. Each stayed for several minutes before racing off to make their report that the King was back to his old ways. That he was distracted. That he had completely forgotten that the orb was still glowing atop the highest tower, despite his commands to the opposite, and was oblivious to any plot that had been enacted against him tonight.

The easiest way to gain ground on an enemy was to make sure they were looking in a different direction when you advanced. It was time to see if his plan worked.

Pushing back from the table, he stood and held his hand out to Demitria, the redhead with the devastating smile who claimed her father was a jewel master. Perhaps he was. To Andreus, her family didn’t matter.

He turned Demitria’s hand over in his, placed a lingering kiss on her palm, and looked up into her eyes. “Would you care to see the orb from the battlements?” he asked. “It might be a bit cold outside, but I think we can find a way to keep ourselves warm. Don’t you?”

“The cold won’t bother us at all, Your Majesty.”

Elder Cestrum stepped through the main doors of the Hall as the four of them were heading out. The Chief Elder stroked his short, white beard with his iron claw. His eyes swept over Graylem and the two girls before settling on Andreus. “Your Majesty,” he said with barely a hint of a bow. “If I might have a word?”

“The three of you go ahead,” Andreus said smoothly. Elder Cestrum had not shown any recognition of the guard disguised as a noble, and Andreus wanted Graylem gone before that changed. “I will join you in a few minutes.”

Graylem didn’t have to be told twice. He held his arms out to the two ladies and escorted them from the hall. When they disappeared through the doors, the Chief Elder said, “Your Majesty, you should not have invited these women to the Hall of Virtues. Even your father would not have been this brazen with his mistress.”

“Would you prefer I invited them into my bedroom?” Andreus asked.

“I would prefer they not be here at all. I am certain you have been warned. There are those using your past actions to sow seeds of dissent. Your actions tonight will cause those seeds to grow. Your father understood that he . . .”

“My father is dead.” The words echoed in the Hall. “He planted his own seeds in this kingdom and what grew out of those seeds killed him.”

“Adderton soldiers killed your father and brother.”

According to his mother that was not the truth. But the Chief Elder said the words with conviction. If he knew the real reasons and people behind the King’s death, he gave no sign of it.

“My father could have ended the war. He chose not to. And he chose to go to the southern border to encourage Eden’s fighting men himself.”

The Council had objected. Yet, one of them must have rejoiced in the decision even as he voiced the group’s concern about the King’s safety.

“Your father did what he thought needed to be done.”

“And something I would never do,” Andreus said. “I have tried to fill my father’s shoes in ways that you would prefer, but I find they are a poor fit. Perhaps they will be better tomorrow, but for tonight I intend to be myself.”

He turned, put too much weight on his injured leg, and caught his balance. It all happened in a blink of an eye, but Elder Cestrum noticed. “Your Majesty, I thought Madame Jillian said your leg was healing. You did not appear to have any problems during the inspection. Did something happen after you went back to reexamine one of the lights? Two guards are dead. We have been told they lost their balance atop the wall and that you suddenly appeared from an unexpected direction. Naturally, the Council is concerned by all of this.”

“You’re also concerned about the ladies I appeared with,” Andreus quipped. Elder Cestrum studied him. His eyes narrowed. The iron-claw hand twitching at his side. If Andreus trusted the man’s motives, he would explain how he fled for his life and that the guards died in the protection of their King. Instead, he said, “When I fixed the loose connection, the light went dark and then flared. I fear the guards must have been blinded in that moment and lost their balance. Please make sure their families are compensated for their loss. And now, I don’t want to keep my guests waiting.” Andreus winked, and reveled in Elder Cestrum’s glower before he headed out of the hall to the staircase that would lead him to the battlements.

He sent up a small prayer of thanks to the Gods for his mother’s tea as he climbed the low-lit staircase. The aggravated wounds hurt, but the pain was dulled enough that he would be able to continue with the rest of his plans.

Or maybe he had spoken too soon.

Andreus grabbed the wall as he wobbled and almost lost his footing. He started to curse the low light for his misstep, then remembered which stairwell he was in and what step he was on. It was their step. Carys’s and his. The already-loose step that Carys pried away so the two of them could pass messages without being seen. Carys had not been able to be on the battlements with him all the time—not without others noticing her presence and wondering why she felt such a need to watch her twin.

In the initial days, the steps had been a good way for Andreus to let her know what windmill he was working on in case she wanted to catch a quick glimpse of him or station herself somewhere nearby. After a while, they came up with other ideas, and the step had fallen out of use. Until the Trials of Succession, when his sister suggested they use the old hiding place to communicate since they would need people to believe they were true combatants for the throne.

He had never sent his sister a message, though. And he never checked the step to see if Carys had tried to communicate with him. Not after he learned that his sister was tied to the ones who attempted to assassinate him on the tournament grounds.

Imogen’s face, when she told him of his sister’s connection to the attack, had been so filled with love. She had been so worried that Carys would do absolutely anything to gain the throne that he had believed it, too.

Now both women were gone.

He leaned his head against the cold stone wall in shame as dark as the shadows wrapped around him.

If Imogen had not come to him the night of his father’s and brother’s deaths and stood by his side during the Trials, would his distrust in Carys have spung up and grown the way it did? Would he have checked under this step? Worked together with her to bring an end to the insanity of the Trials?

He had wanted Imogen. He had wanted the crown. Given the chance to have both, Andreus had refused to believe the best in his sister. He had chosen to believe her dark and greedy and filled with betrayal. But now he had to wonder if when he looked at her he had only been seeing his own reflection.

Slowly, Andreus knelt down and pulled a dagger from his belt. He wedged the blade under the lose step, pried the heavy brick up, and felt underneath it. There was nothing there. Just cold damp stone and sand. It had been foolish to think Carys had left something for him. Still, he had . . .

The side of his hand brushed against something. His fingers dug deep into the crevice beneath the rock and slid out a bit of parchment.

The parchment was folded and the edges torn. Andreus knew it had probably been there for years—from the time that he and Carys had first discovered the step. Still, he slipped the torch into a holder on the wall and unfolded the piece of his sister that she had left behind, and read the words that stopped his heart.

Dreus—you have not won. Be ready. I will return.
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“What a delightful surprise to see you alive, Princess!” Carys’s muscles coiled as the Captain of Eden’s Guard strode forward. “I am sure the Council will be interested in knowing of your health! And that you are here as well, Lord Garret. I will be well rewarded by the new King when I return you both to the Palace of Winds.”

“King Andreus might surprise you,” Garret said as Carys reached under the cloak for the hilts of her stilettos.

Captain Monteros smiled. The metal of his sword scraped against the scabbard as he pulled it free. “I wasn’t talking about Andreus. Guards, seize them!”

“You promised no violence if you were allowed to keep your weapon.” The seer who had greeted them stepped in front the captain with his hands raised as the other guards raced forward.

“Out of my way!” Captain Monteros shoved the seer to the side and raised his blade. Garret lunged for the captain’s arm. Captain Monteros turned and jammed his elbow in Garret’s face. There was a sickening crunch as Carys pulled her stilettos free and looked for a way out. Four other guardsmen advanced. Two had knives. The others, cudgels.

There was only one exit to the round space lined with stone. She had to go through the guardsmen to get out the way she came in. There were too many attackers for her to throw her blades. Once she threw one, she might not be able to get it back.

The wind inside the circle began to swirl. Cloaks fluttered.

The men in yellow and blue approached as those in white raced for the exit behind them. Garret clambered to his feet.

A dark-bearded guard lunged, and Carys slashed with her blade. Sharp metal sliced through fabric and flesh. The guardsman dropped his knife as she spun toward the next.

A cudgel flew at her head. She flung herself to the side, felt the whoosh of air as the weapon missed cracking against her face and hit the ground. Flipping over, she scrambled back as the second guardsman with a long, hooked knife slashed at her.

“What are you doing?” Garret yelled. “This isn’t what I agreed to. This isn’t what my uncle and I ordered.”

Ordered?

Carys leaped to her feet, turned, and ran directly at the guardsman with the hooked blade. Surprise made him pause for just a second. A second was all she needed to jab her own blade into the base of his throat. The man crumbled, and his hooked weapon clattered to the ground.

“I have new orders.” Monteros spat the words.

Blood bubbled as she yanked the stiletto out. The man fell to his knees, and she whirled toward the next attacker who shoved a man in a white cloak to the side and began to advance on her.

“Garret! What is happening?” she yelled, parrying the guardsman’s knife with her blade. She ducked under his other arm as he tried to grab her, spun, and buried the stiletto deep in the man’s thigh.

The guardsman growled. She yanked the stiletto out and darted back as the man’s dagger clipped her arm.

Pain flared.

The wind roared.

“Kill her!” Captain Monteros yelled, swinging his blade at Garret.

Garret dove for the hooked blade that had fallen from her attacker’s hand, sprang to his feet, and yelled, “Carys, there will be more of them coming.”

“How do you know that?”

“It doesn’t matter. You have to run!”

More.

Garret knew there were others, just as he knew Captain Monteros was going to be here.

Carys clenched her blades tight.

He said he wanted to be trusted.

She had vowed to try. Only, he could not be trusted at all.

Anger burned hot in her chest and bubbled upward, desperate to be set free.

People shouted.

The first guard she injured lurched toward her. Garret blocked the captain’s broadsword with the long, hooked blade. Metal clanged. The guard charged her. The rage inside her grew. Hotter. Wilder. The whispers became howls blocking out all other sounds.

She lifted her stiletto, but before she could release it, the guard flew back. The knife he had been holding spun from his hand and buried itself in the cheek of a woman cowering against the edge of the stone circle.

Gods, no.

Carys stumbled back. Horror bloomed as bright as the blood that dripped from the woman’s wound and stained her white cloak.

That’s not what I meant to do, she thought. That’s not what I wanted.

The wind howled. Garret dodged another attack, and the force of the wind brought him to his knees. He struggled to get back to his feet and turned toward Carys. The wind filled her thoughts. Her heart slammed painfully in her chest as he mouthed the word Run.

Carys ran to the entrance and looked down the hill. There were at least a dozen more guardsmen with torches climbing the incline toward her. She looked back into the center of the stone circle. Garret raked the hooked knife along the back of a guardsman’s thigh, sending the now crippled man to the ground. He swung back at Captain Monteros, who was once again climbing to his feet. Whatever treachery he had committed, Garret was fighting with her—for her. She had to help.

She lifted her blade as a hand latched on to her arm.

“You must come with me, now,” a woman in a dark cloak yelled to her. As the cloak flapped in the gusts of air, Carys could see hints of the white dress that marked her as a seer. “I know why you’re here. I can give you what you seek.”

The dozen other guardsmen continued to climb the hill as those in white descended to the safety of the town below. Garret was still fighting the Captain of the Guard and the wind.

“He will only survive if you come now.”

That decided it.

Hating herself for fleeing, Carys turned and bolted out of the stone circle. She followed the woman around the outside edge of the curved wall as the wind pushed them both off balance. It seemed to be growing in strength.

The woman yelled back, “Think of something that calms you.”

Calms her?

Shouts rang out. Metal clashing against metal rang in the night.

More men with weapons were coming to kill her, and this woman wanted her calm?

“Think of something that makes you feel safe,” the woman shouted. She turned and headed down a steep decline toward a group of squat evergreen trees. They bent in the wind that only seemed to be gaining strength. “Try! You must try!”

The hood of her cloak slipped from her head. Carys tightened her grip on the stilettos and looked back in the direction they’d come from. Her feet itched to stop—to quit running from the fight as she had been doing since leaving the Palace of Winds. To stop hiding and give in to her need to punish those who claimed to care for her and yet decided to betray her. First Andreus. Now maybe Garret. She needed to know what he had done.

The whispers howled.

A tree snapped. Screams floated up from the village. A tunnel of air appeared in the sky and was descending. The anger in the tunnel rang in her head. Filled her heart. Burned inside her gut.

“The underground passages,” she yelled. She thought about the comfort of being alone with her twin where no one in the Palace of Winds could find them. It was the only time she could roam far from him and still be certain he was safe. It was the time when the need to be skilled enough to defend him was turned into a game. When she first decided to teach herself to throw knives, Andreus ducked whenever she lifted her hand and kept doing it long after she could hit everything she aimed at because he knew it would make her laugh.

In the tunnels, they laughed. They also sat in the quiet, happy to have only each other for company.

They had been a team.

“Very good!” the woman in front of her yelled. “Now hurry.”

The whispers faded in her mind, and Carys realized the trees were no longer bending as if ready to snap. Instead the branches were swaying to a gentle breeze.

Carys’s foot slipped on some loose rocks, and she half slid down the steep hillside. Her stomach swooped as she fought to stay upright.

“This way,” the woman said, pointing to a small path at the bottom of the hill. It snaked around the rocky base and disappeared into a group of tall trees. Carys shivered in the icy air and followed, grateful that the snows had not yet come to this part of the kingdom. There were no footsteps to follow. They needed only to stay out of sight.

Finally, they reached a small grove of trees in the center of which was a small wooden cabin. It was the only dwelling on this side of the hill. In the distance beyond the trees, Carys could see the dark shadow of the wall she and Garret had followed to the entrance. The one that surrounded the hillside and the land of the seers.

The woman held the door open for Carys, then shut the door behind her, plunging them into a black void. There was the click of flint and metal, a flash, and the warm glow of candlelight lit the space.

The woman quickly lit a number of candles scattered throughout the room, which was barely more than functional, with a narrow wooden table and two low-backed chairs to Carys’s right, a small cot and a chest on the far side, and a small fireplace on the wall between. In the center of the cot was a pair of blue-and-silver beaded slippers, which seemed far too small for the tall woman moving toward the hearth. Wood was carefully laid for a fire that started quickly when the woman touched the kindling with a candle’s flame.

“Few know of this place. Even still, we won’t be able to stay long.” The woman removed her cloak and shook out her short cap of golden-red hair as she hung the dark garment on a peg near the door. “I am Kiara.”

The woman sat, then nodded for Carys to take the chair closest to the hearth.

Carys stayed standing, watching the door, stiletto still in her hand. “How did you know I would be here? How did the Captain of Eden’s Guard know?”

“The stars told me you would come as would the lord who rode into the Village with you. He sought to gain your trust with what he felt would be a harmless ruse. He met them in the town and directed them here so that he could fight for you. He did not know the captain had sold his allegiance to another.”

“The stars told you this?” Carys shook her head even as the words rang true in her heart.

Kiara smiled. “It is amazing what you hear when you listen. Of course, had your lord listened to the stars, he would have seen that you cannot force trust no matter how clever the ruse or determined the heart. Your power consumes him. He wishes it to consume you. But it cannot.”

“I don’t understand. Is Garret working with . . .”

“You ask the wrong questions.” The seeress interrupted. “They will be searching. There is little time. I must give you the answers in my way. It is why I returned to the Village of Night after being away for so long.”

“Why haven’t you been at the Village? I thought all seers lived here.”

Candles flickered. The fire popped and flared as Kiara explained, “That is what you are supposed to think. Before, seers only called the winds, and described what they saw in the skies. They illuminated, without agenda, their visions. But soon, kings and emperors looked to us to circumvent the repercussions of their choices. They used us to avoid a blow from the harsh hand of fate. Our visions were warped by interpretation.” She paused. “There were reactions. Some seers were determined to fix the wrongs caused by kings. Instead, we made them worse.”

Carys thought of her own wrongs. The guard’s blade buried in the old woman’s face when the wind gusted in the stone circle. Innocent blood, shed because Carys had wanted to destroy those who meant her harm.

“Our sacred calling was corrupted and wars were waged. In Eden, the winds were unleashed to defeat those who marched against it. The Seven Virtues were shattered. The Xhelozi grew in number and strength as the balance between virtue and vice tilted. The Guild recognized the hand its members had in the chaos—the damage they had done. They saw in the stars the destruction that would follow if they did not heed the warnings and take their hand off the scale of fate.”

“But the seers didn’t heed the warnings,” Carys shot back. “Seers still advise the throne.”

“You see what you are meant to see. Power is a seductive force for those who wish to claim it for their own. Had we abandoned Eden, kings and those thirsty for our skills would have hunted us down. So, one by one we left the Village of Night behind, save a few dedicated souls who understand and champion in the true purpose of this place.”

“True purpose?”

“Those with talent begin their training here, but this is not where they remain. If a candidate is determined to have a true gift, they are called away from the Village and ferried to the Isle. The rest remain here fully believing they are part of the Guild, but they are not destined to read the stars.”

Carys shifted her hold on the stiletto as she looked from the seer toward the door. “You’re saying that everyone here is a fraud, including the seers sent to advise the King or Queen?”

Kiara looked toward the fire. She was easily two decades older than Carys, but there was something about her that seemed ageless. “When the Seer of Eden died, the Guild made the decision to choose from our ranks one with a keen intellect, but little gift for the stars or the winds. They sent him with a single vision to use as he saw fit to aid the kingdom.”

The least powerful seer. “Someone had to notice the difference.”

“To them there was no difference. He was powerful because that was what the Seer of Eden had always been. No one doubted his ability because the winds continued to blow. If he read the same message in the stars over and over it was because of the path the stars wished the world to take.”

Carys frowned. “But there is a test.” Her mother spoke of it on more than one occasion. Her mother had been convinced the test and the power of the seers were real.

“The Artis root.” Kiara nodded. “It is still given. None would believe that true seers exist without the test. Here, everyone drinks from the same well, eats from the same stores. One can cultivate an immunity to the root if one undergoes the proper conditioning. Meanwhile the truly gifted among us go to the Isle to study and perfect our understanding of our powers and wait for a time when the world will not exploit them.”

The confession took Carys’s breath away. It was the perfect deception. No one would seek out the missing seers because they believed the seers were still among them—helping them. And it explained how someone like Imogen was able to become the Seer of Eden. She had been smart. She must have manipulated those in the Village to guarantee her selection. And when she left here, she was armed with the one vision every Seer of Eden was given and the book in which she had found the law that led Carys and Andreus to the Trials of Virtuous Succession.

The whispers in her head grew. The fire in the hearth flared.

“Calm,” the seeress said gently. “Take a deep breath. Wall off your emotions or you will destroy not only those around you but yourself. This is the reason the seers had to leave Eden. If we had stayed, we would have destroyed all.”

She thought of the tunnels again and the fire settled.

Kiara nodded, and Carys paced the small space. “I need to know who helped Imogen become the Seer of Eden. Whoever it was helped her kill the King and the Crown Prince. That person is still inside the Palace of Winds.”

Kiara folded her hands in front of her. “When you learn the answer to this question, what will you do then?”

“Whatever I have to in order to see that Eden is safe.”

“You will fight if necessary.”

“Yes.”

“You will kill those who threaten you?”

“If I must.”

“Will you forgive?”

Carys went still. “This isn’t about forgiveness.”

“Is it not?” Kiara stared at Carys for one heartbeat. Two. Then said, “Imogen arrived ten years ago at the gates of this village. I was in the place of the seers. I only returned recently because of what I saw in the stars, so I was not a witness, but the merchant who escorted her claimed she had recently been orphaned. I am told he said he brought her to the Village because she foresaw her isolation before her family’s deaths occurred. They say the man visited her several times in the first few years, then the visits stopped. She was dedicated to her studies and became a favorite among the leaders of the Village.”

Already plotting. Convincing them she was the right choice for the next Seer of Eden.

“Before Imogen was chosen as the Seer of Eden, the Village of Night was paid a visit by a member of the Council of Elders. One with a long braid and a soft voice.”

Elder Jacobs. How many times had Carys seen him twisting that black braid in his hands?

“He came bearing a missive that held the signatures of several members of the Council requesting the next seer be young and beautiful to capture the imagination and heart of the kingdom and help give hope during such a trying time.”

“Elder Jacobs was here?” Carys demanded confirmation, and the seeress nodded.

Elder Jacobs had been atop the battlement walls the night her father and brother had died. She had spotted him speaking to Andreus during the Trial of Temperance moments before her brother condemned an innocent boy to death.

“Many wish to change the course of Eden, but it is only you and Andreus who can determine which path the kingdom will take.”

“Why tell me any of this?” Carys asked. “I thought seers did not want to interfere in the world anymore.”

“We don’t, but I changed the history of Eden once, years ago, without understanding what I had done, and the stars have told me that I have this one chance to set it right. You see, Betrice heard the prediction I had made. Without my words she might have never become Queen.”

Candles flickered. The fire crackled. Then everything went still.

“You . . . know my mother?”

Kiara crossed to the cot. When she turned back, she held the blue-and-silver beaded slippers in her hands. “These belonged to Betrice before she became Queen. She gave them to me when she left this village behind. These are the key to your freedom.”

Uncertain, Carys took the shoes from the seer. The firelight hit the beading, but something about the jewels seemed to absorb the light instead of reflect it.

“My mother was a seer?”

Kiara shot a look at the door. “Lady Betrice was born with a single vision that brought her to this place. No more. No less. You were born with far more, but it is up to you to learn how to use it.”

Carys shook her head. The whispers grew more insistent. “I’ve tried to control it. I can’t. It just . . .”

She saw a flash of the man twisted and broken and the woman with the knife buried in her face.

“You cannot control what is not yours to command,” Kiara said. “The air around us can do great things. But no matter how gifted you are, the wind will never be a subject that does your bidding. You must calmly surrender yourself to gain the control you seek. You must trust. To surrender to the wind in anger or fear is to unleash a power that can destroy not only your enemies, but yourself. There is no virtue when you lead with fear. There is only darkness and destruction and death.”

Kiara cocked her head to the side and went still. Her eyes widened. “They are coming.”

“But I still don’t know . . .”

“You know all you must except this—your heart will be broken and when it is you will be given the keys to unlock the prison that holds you. Then only you can decide if you will be free.”

The seeress opened the door and headed out into the cold without her cloak. Her hair and the bright white dress fluttered in the wind as Carys hurried after her.

“What does that mean?”

Voices shouted in the darkness. Carys heard someone calling her name. She held the stiletto tight in her right hand and clutched the bejeweled shoes in the other. Kiara led her through the trees, toward the stone barrier. The voices were getting louder with each passing moment. They were coming closer.

The whispering in her brain returned.

Surrender. Trust.

She didn’t know how.

She ignored the wind and ran toward the stone barrier between the outside world and the hill of the Village of Night with her stilettos ready. In the distance, men emerged from the trees.

“Two paths stretch before you, Princess. One is covered in darkness. The other is in light. Your journey has been far, but you have farther yet to go. The Kingdom needs its Princess to return balance to the virtues. The darkness gets stronger without the light.”

“And what if I fail? What if I don’t make it that far?” She was tired of hunting and being hunted. Of people she trusted betraying her. Elder Jacobs and Imogen had caused her brother to turn against her. Why should it be her responsibility to once again step forward and save him from the punishment that was so rightly his?

“Then the Throne of Light will go dark, the virtues will stay unbalanced, and the Xhelozi will thrive. Death will ravage not only our kingdom, but others.” Kiara grabbed her arm. The seeress led her to a clump of tall, thorn-filled bushes and pointed behind them. “You will find your way out there. Go to the cluster of stones a half league beyond the wall. You will find your horse and belongings there.”

“What?” Carys asked. “How . . .”

“Not all knowledge comes from the stars. Sometimes it comes from those around you,” Kiara whispered. The sound of crunching leaves and shouting voices grew louder.

“What about you?” Carys asked.

“I have fulfilled my purpose. Remember that those who betray are often betrayed themselves, and gardens have more than one serpent among the leaves. Now go.”

Before Carys could stop her, the seeress hurried toward the rocks and trees to Carys’s left. The voices grew louder. Another shadow emerged, this one closer than the other, and the sound of branches breaking said more were coming.

Casting a last look in the direction Kiara headed off in, Carys plunged into the thicket. Thorns clawed her face and pulled on her cloak. She held her breath each time the branches shook as she pulled herself free and kept going. She stumbled on a root, pitched out of the prickly bushes, and fell to her knees, dropping the slippers and her blade. She gathered her things, then examined the wall behind her for the opening Kiara had promised.

There.

She found a section of the wall where the two sides were built one in front of the other with a narrow space between them to slide through. It was a cleverly constructed illusion where the wall appeared to be whole from just steps away. And hidden behind the thorny thicket, it was the perfect escape path for someone who didn’t want to be followed.

She heard a woman scream. The wind inside her howled, but she refused to give in to the anger and fear as she ran. The cold air stabbed her lungs with every breath. Her body ached. Her mind was fuzzy. More than anything, she wished for the red bottle and the Tears of Midnight that would smooth away the pain and plunge her into oblivion. Desperately, she looked for the landmark Seeress Kiara had directed her to, while every few moments glancing behind her to see if the guardsmen hunting her were on their way.

She spotted the rocks in the distance. Stones white as snow and black as night clumped together, reaching up to the sky.

Her chest and throat burned. Her legs shook with fatigue.

A rock skittered across the cold earth and Carys lifted her stiletto. Something leaped from the shadows. It rammed into her arm, sending the stiletto flying out of her hand and her crashing to the ground. She fumbled for her other stiletto but couldn’t reach the hilt before someone pinned her arms and a face loomed above her.

Brown hair framing an angled face.

Dark eyes staring into hers.

Errik. He had found her.

So she did the only thing she could. She kicked him in the crotch.
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I will return.

The script on the note was shaky, but he knew the handwriting. He would know it anywhere. But it could not be real.

His throat tightened.

His leg buckled, and he fell onto cold stone.

He had seen his twin’s dead body. He had looked upon the disfigured face shredded by the claws of the Xhelozi. Blood and gore and bone framed by the almost white-blond hair—a color no woman in the court possessed save his sister, Carys.

Andreus read the words again.

He’d left her for dead.

He’d won.

But Carys was . . . alive?

Laughter bubbled up, echoing in the stairwell.

Someone had attacked him on the walls.

Council members were plotting against him, and he had no idea which ones.

He was beginning to suspect the woman he had loved had played him for a fool, and here he was—sitting and giggling.

The amusement faded.

At this moment, the note meant nothing. The throne was his, and it would not be wrested from him by those inside the walls or the Xhelozi beyond them. Even if Carys had somehow lived and escaped the castle, the withdrawal from the Tears of Midnight would have taken its toll on her body. She could not have gotten very far without help.

He thought of Trade Master Errik and Lord Garret. Neither of them had been seen since the night she disappeared. Maybe . . .

He shook his head. There was no way to know if this note was placed under the stone before or after that final Trial and, until there was proof otherwise, Carys was dead.

And yet, he had never felt her death.

When Carys broke her arm, Andreus swore he could feel an echo of her pain.

Carys always knew when he was having trouble breathing, even when no one else saw a hint of his secret.

After his sister’s betrayal during the Trials, he had been determined to cast her from his mind. But despite his anger, they were twins. Shouldn’t he have felt something when she died?

Shoving the complicated feelings aside, Andreus made his way to the battlements. The temperature had dropped since earlier in the evening when he had examined the lights on the walls. Graylem and the ladies stood just steps away, huddled in their cloaks. Andreus forced a smile and moved forward as the windmills rolled against the night sky.

Yesterday the mills had moved sluggishly. Today the creaking of the blades was slower still. The air felt stagnant. If he didn’t move fast, he could soon be fighting a war on two fronts—inside the Palace of Winds and on the Garden City walls. And right now, he was fighting it all on his own.

His swirling thoughts made it hard to focus on Demitria. He feigned interest in her admiration of the orb and his climb down the wall and subsequent race to retrieve the crown from the Tomb of Light. She pressed her body against his as she talked—something he would have been delighted to take advantage of just weeks ago. But when he pulled her close and kissed her and she caught fire in his arms, there was no rise of passion. No spark.

He caught Graylem’s eye, then took Demitria by the hand and led her to the shadows of the windmill. Pressing her against the wall, Andreus kissed her one more time and whispered, “I am more sorry than you know that I have to cut our time short. Lord Graylem will see you arrive safely home.”

Graylem bowed, still holding fast to the dark-haired girl’s hand. “It will be my privilege.” The flush on Graylem’s face was bright even in the low light.

Andreus placed a kiss on Demitria’s hand as he led her into the stairwell, then walked to Graylem and pulled him to the side. “Take your time showing them out. Give them a tour and make the first stop my rooms. I need the Elders to think I am still occupied so they don’t come looking for me.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Graylem agreed.

“I could also use a distraction in about an hour,” Andreus added. If he hadn’t found anything tangible that pointed him to the truth in that time, there wouldn’t be anything to find.

“A distraction?”

“Anything that will pull the attention of the guards and whatever intelligencers the Elders have roaming the halls away—without burning the palace down.”

“It shall be done.” Graylem met Andreus’s eyes and nodded.

After a lingering farewell kiss for a visibly disappointed Demitria, Andreus headed back onto the battlements, careful to stay in the shadows before ducking into the windmill that topped the southwestern tower.

The creaking of the gears was louder inside the mill. The octagon chamber was pitch-black when he closed the door. The interior of each windmill was used by the Masters for a specific purpose. Some housed the apprentices. There was meeting and building space. This one was storage. Rarely did anyone enter this particular mill after nightfall, which is why it was a favorite location for Andreus to visit with whatever amorous lady he was sampling on a particular day. It was also the reason Andreus had chosen it for the next phase of this hastily conceived plan.

He felt around the floor next to the entrance and smiled into the darkness as his fingers brushed across a large satchel. Max had come through. Tomorrow, Andreus would make sure the kitchen baked dozens of apple tarts for him to share with his friends.

An icy chill bit into his body as he pulled off his coat and shirt and shrugged into Graylem’s guard tunic. The material was coarse and itchy, but not as bad as the improperly sized trousers that Andreus struggled to get over his thighs. After several tries, he finally fastened them. The ensemble was more tourniquet than uniform, but it would have to do.

He slid the sword into the scabbard, slapped the helmet onto his head, and threw the guardsman’s cloak over his shoulders. Then he headed back out onto the battlements. He walked slowly, concentrating on disguising his limp, which would quickly give his identity away.

The walls around Garden City were brightly lit. Nothing moved in the darkness beyond them. For now, the Xhelozi were being pushed back by the lights. He could only hope the wind would blow again before the stored power was depleted.

Pulling the cloak tighter, he strode across the battlements and headed down the stairs on the northwesternmost tower. He spotted Master Triden in his gray robes standing beneath the tallest of the towers. He stared up at the orb as it glowed bright in the night. He was about to make a detour to speak to the Master of Light when he saw two men striding across the battlements toward the Master. The short white beard made Elder Cestrum recognizable from a distance. The other man had his hood raised.

Frustrated that there was nowhere he could hide and listen to their conversation without potentially giving his own deception away, Andreus turned and hurried into the stairwell. He paused at the bottom of the tower and listened for the sound of footfalls, then continued down the hall to a doorway that led out of the Palace of Winds.

Andreus stayed in the shadows as he crossed the courtyard of the palace toward the North Tower . . . the tower that was constructed at the plateau with the sheerest drop. It had only one entrance to make sure the prisoners inside would have less chance of escape. Andreus had never had cause to go to the North Tower. Carys, however, had been on several occasions—each because she had drawn punishment on herself to distract others from one of Andreus’s attacks.

The last time was on the night of their father’s death. She had spoken to one of the King’s Guard. He warned her against asking questions, but Carys had vowed to return and get the truth of what happened to the King and the Crown Prince as soon as she recovered from the flogging she’d received. Only, the four King’s Guard were discovered dead first. Poisoned. By whom, no one knew.

Carys had believed that the men were killed before they had a chance to reveal the truth behind the ambush that took the lives of the King and the Crown Prince.

Andreus had not found the guardsmen’s deaths as menacing as his twin. It wasn’t uncommon for a prisoner who displeased the guards to suddenly die before the end of their sentence. The North Tower was not a kind place.

Now, Andeus wished he had asked more questions when his sister had told him about sneaking up to the second floor where the King’s Guard were locked away.

Andreus intended to retrace her steps now. The only place to find confirmation of his mother’s accusations was where the King’s Guardsmen died.

He pushed open the heavy iron door of the North Tower and winced as the hinges groaned. The musty smell of rotting fabric, rusty metal, and soot washed over him. Wind power was not wasted on those who committed crimes against the crown—not even here on the first floor where minor trials were held and corporal punishments were enacted.

He eased the door closed behind him. A snorting grunt echoed in the shadows, and he almost lost his grip on the handle in his surprise. He froze. Blood pounded loud in his ears as he waited for the guard sitting on a wooden chair near the stairs to jump up and recognize him.

The guard shifted in the chair and snorted again as he slept on.

Now what?

A picture from that fateful night of Carys wielding a sword outside the palace entrance flashed in his head. She had boldly drawn attention to distract from her true purpose. Using that image as inspiration, Andreus let the heavy iron door slam shut and yelled, “On your feet, Guardsman!”

The guard scrambled to get up, almost knocking over the chair. Andreus kept his face in the shadows as he snapped, “I didn’t know sleeping was one of the duties for guards in the North Tower. I will have to have a talk with Captain Monteros upon his return.”

The guard shuffled his feet. “It was just . . . it was dark and I didn’t mean . . .”

“Silence!” Andreus stepped forward. “I have been instructed by the Council of Elders to handle a delicate matter upstairs. While I do so, I would suggest you step into the cold outside to wake yourself up. If I can be certain you will not make the same mistake again, I will not report your actions. I remember what it was like to have to stand watch on a long, uneventful night.”

“Yes. No. I mean, I will step outside. Thank you. I promise it won’t happen again.” The young guard barely lifted his eyes as he hurried toward the exit. Andreus stepped to the side and let out a sigh of relief when the iron door slammed shut.

Once he rooted out the treason in the palace, he would have to insist on better training for his guard. But for now, Andreus grabbed a torch off the wall, lifted a ring of iron keys off a hook near where the guard had been sleeping, and headed up the steps.

The smell of decay grew as he climbed. He could almost taste the stench of rotting food, unwashed bodies, and defecation.

Andreus stepped out of the stairwell onto the second floor and started down the hallway that, aside from his torch, was bathed in blackness. It appeared light was now denied to those who did not embrace the seven virtues, especially since the torches were needed in the halls of the Palace of Winds and throughout the city below.

Metal clanged against stone.

Someone wept.

And from down the hall, there was a sound of humming. Faint, but Andreus recognized the old folk tune. It was the air their nurse had sung when he and Carys were little. Then, it was a song of warmth and kindness. Now, it was the melody of hopelessness and decay.

Torch held high, Andreus peered into the first cell. The wooden door was thick, with an iron lock and bars that lined the narrow window near the top. The cell was empty except for moldy hay and a small bench. Something scrambled across his foot. Andreus jerked to the side. The keys in his hand clanged against the wall as the rat scurried down the hall into the darkness. Had Carys been here, the rat would already be dead.

Andreus straightened and realized the humming had stopped. But something rustled in the cell next door.

Andreus lifted the torch to the window. A dirt-smudged, gray-haired woman sat on the wooden bench. Eyes squinted at him before she looked back down at her hands.

“How long have you been here?” he asked.

“Three days,” she answered. “I think it’s been three days. Maybe four. My husband is sick. I was only trying to get him help. Do you know what happened to ’im?”

Four days. An eternity to her, but not long enough to help Andreus.

“I’m sorry.” Pity swirled as he stepped back and moved along the hall. His stomach lurched at the now-overwhelming stench of unwashed bodies and urine.

He peered into the next cell. A man with bloodstained bandages wrapped around a stump that ended just above where his elbow used to be was sprawled on the ground—not moving. Dead—or soon would be.

Andreus continued looking into cells, trying to decide how to find something that would help confirm the identities of the traitors involved in his father’s and brother’s deaths. His mother might be fabricating her story of treason, but there was no way to be certain without proof. One way or the other, he needed to speak to someone who had been here when the men died.

The guard he’d intimidated would return to his post soon. Andreus needed to finish his search and get out of here.

He reached the last of the cells in the hallway—all empty—and started back toward the stairs. Perhaps Graylem could ask some questions. It was risky and . . .

The humming started again.

Andreus stopped and listened hard through the sounds of shuffling hay and shallow coughs. It sounded as if the humming was coming from behind him—from the line of empty cells.

He headed back in the direction he just came from and the music stopped.

“Hello?” he asked quietly.

No answer.

“I know you’re there.”

He peered in the windows of the cells again. Empty. Just as before. Perhaps he’d just imagined the humming. Or . . .

“Feel it in the mountain air,” he sang softly, feeling beyond foolish as his voice cracked. Still he continued to sing, “See it in the streams. Virtues set the world alight.”

“Jealousy darkens dreams,” whispered a voice coming from the second-to-last cell.

Andreus pressed his face against the bars of the window. There was still no one in view. But there was someone there. He sang another line of the song and heard rustling in the hay. A moment later a rail-thin woman with sunken eyes and tattered clothes appeared in the window.

“How long have you been here?” he asked.

“Summer and winter and summer and winter again . . . ,” she sang in a gravelly, tuneless voice.

“Years?” Most prisoners stayed for a short time—many were punished and released. Some executed. But there were a few held longer. Sometimes for good reason. Some because they were forgotten.

She nodded.

“So you were in this cell a few weeks ago?”

She nodded again.

“You were here when the King’s Guardsmen were poisoned?”

“Winter and summer circle each other . . . jealously guarding their prey.”

“Is that a yes?”

“The stars in the sky . . .”

The clang of a door echoed through the hall. The woman jerked back, her eyes wide with fear. The guard downstairs must have come back inside. Either that or someone else had arrived in the North Tower. No one was coming up the stairs yet, but his time for this masquerade was running out.

He looked back through the window, but the woman had disappeared from view. “If you know anything about why the men died, tell me. I can help you get free if you tell me what you know.”

Silence.

“Do you know who killed them?”

There was rustling from inside the cell, but nothing more. He waited for several long seconds for her to return, but she didn’t appear, and the guard below would begin to ask questions soon. Frustrated, Andreus turned.

“They said that she promised. She said it was fated they would succeed. They would be rewarded. They said she would not abandon them.”

He spun back around. The words were ghostly. Barely audible, but real. “Who said?”

“The snakes. They whispered. They thought no one could hear them. They don’t know how to whisper. I know how to whisper. You have to whisper if you want to live. The snakes didn’t live.”

“Why? Do you know why they died?”

The door below slammed shut again. Someone else had come into the tower.

“They were promised summer. It was winter they ate.”

“What did they say?”

“They’d traded the Queen for the seeker of stars and the man of black heart and the moon they promised. New King. The seer promised summer if they gave her the old crown’s death.”

They promised to give the seer death. Bitterness churned in his stomach and filled his mouth.

“Lady Imogen?” he asked.

“They thought she would step into the darkness for them. But one said she would never come. He was right. It was a man who came.”

Andreus glanced toward the stairs and asked, “Did they call the man by name? Do you know who the man of black heart is?”

Voices rose from below. It was time for him to go.

“Iron for blood. Iron for heart. Clawing for summer when winter does start.”

“Do you know who killed them?”

“He knew how to whisper.”

“Did he work with Lady Imogen? Did he work with the stars?”

“No. He wasn’t of the stars. They said they did as they were told, and saw the palace plunged into darkness.”

The darkness. They returned after the wind-powered lights were sabotaged! Was it a signal that those inside the Palace were ready to move on to the next phase of their plot?

“Who was the man who visited them?”

“Skin of snow. Eye of night. Scratching in the dark after the gift of death. Scratching. Lots of scratching until there was nothing.”

He didn’t understand, but he had run out of time because he could hear voices downstairs—and they were getting louder. “I must go.”

“Don’t accept gifts,” she whispered from the dark. “I don’t accept gifts. I’m alive. No scratching for me.”

Scratching, he thought as he limped down the hall. Was that crazy talk or had she truly heard scratching after the guards took the “gift” and before they died? Perhaps one of the guards left a clue behind . . .

Footsteps sounded on the stairs. Andreus adjusted the helmet so it sat low on his forehead and put his hand on his sword as the footsteps grew closer.

The clang of a gong echoed. Then another.

“The signal! The Xhelozi must be coming!” a voice called.

Maybe. Or maybe Graylem had provided the distraction Andreus had requested.

Andreus was betting on the latter. The footsteps on the stairs retreated and Andreus hurried to the empty cells. He pulled the first door open, and searched—the walls, the hay on the floor—looking for something. Anything other than rats and mold.

The gongs went silent as he moved into the second cell. Still nothing.

He lifted his torch in the third cell. Nothing on the walls. Nothing under the hay. He was about to give up when he spotted uneven letters etched into the leg of the rickety wooden bench.

BEWARE IMOGE

The last letter was only partially carved—the guard must have succumbed before he could finish his task, but the intent was clear. Carys had spoken to the guards. She promised them she would return. If Andreus was to guess, one guard had left the warning for her to find. Only Carys hadn’t returned. And now, between the confession of his mother, the ramblings of the gaunt, dirty woman in the last cell, and this final confirmation, Andreus understood, to his own deep revulsion, the truth of what had happened.

The men in these cells had exchanged working for the Queen to serve the stars. His mother had said herself that she had plotted with Micah to have the King, his father, murdered. The strange words of the old woman and this etching served as proof of his mother’s horrible confession. It also gave credence to his mother’s belief that when Imogen learned of the scheme, she altered the plan and convinced the assassins to murder not only the King, but Andreus’s brother and much of the King’s Guard as well.

Andreus wanted to sink to the ground under the weight of the truth. Instead, he limped out of the cell and downstairs, very much aware of the silence. The distraction Graylem had provided was over. He had to get out of the tower in a hurry.

He placed the torch in a sconce, yanked open the door, and plunged into the cold. In the distance, he could see men coming his way. Keeping his head down, he ignored the tightening in his chest as he made his way across the courtyard and into the palace.

His head spun as he yanked the helmet off, removed the cloak and the mail vest, and stashed all of them in the servants’ stairwell outside the hallway that led to his rooms. Sweat beaded on his forehead and ran down his neck. He forced a smile as he swaggered toward his rooms, stumbling several times from the pain growing in his leg and expanding in his chest. He stumbled and hoped if anyone was watching they would interpret his uneven gait as the drunken King returning after a night of carousing.

When he had switched clothing, he had forgotten to take with him the remedy that would ease the curse. Each step made it harder to walk—harder to breathe.

He reached his rooms, and his knees went weak. He thought about the black vials he had hidden in the adjoining bedchamber, and knew he didn’t have the energy to make it that far. Or maybe he didn’t want to reach the remedy. Maybe he deserved for the curse to take him.

He stumbled into the chair next to the crackling fire. He hadn’t cried when his father and Micah were dumped onto the palace steps. He hadn’t cried when he stood over the body he thought belonged to his twin or when he buried Imogen. But he cried now.

Imogen had used him. And he had let her.

He could have seen through her soft touch and seductive words. Carys had warned him, but he hadn’t listened. He hadn’t wanted to. From the first, he had wanted Imogen. More, he wanted what she said she believed him to be.

Perfect.

Perfect like his brother who had been born first, without the curse. Who had secured the promise of Imogen’s hand and body because he was the Crown Prince.

When given the chance, Andreus had unhesitatingly embraced a woman who claimed he was perfect and turned his back on one who never expected him to be.

His lungs burned. It was like he was underwater, taunted by the view of a surface he could never hope to reach.

Carys had protected him. She had loved him, and even as he returned her affection, he had hated her for being born without the curse. He resented that she had to stand for him because there were times he could not stand for himself. And most of all he had hated the scars she was forced to bear because he was alive.

Carys wasn’t perfect. She never once pretended to be or wanted anyone to think that she was. She had told him she would give him the throne, and he had turned against her anyway. Why? Because deep down he didn’t believe her. Because if their roles were reversed, he couldn’t be trusted to do the same.

The room spun.

Andreus laid his head back on the chair.

Spots of light danced in front of his eyes.

Lights.

He gasped for air and fought to breathe.

Everything he knew of Imogen’s plot to steal the throne began and ended in one place. With the lights.

Wait—

He pushed himself out of the chair. His legs buckled, and he fell onto the thick carpet.

Tomorrow, he thought as blackness slowly pulled him under, he would find the person Imogen had worked with. He would use the lights and punish those working against Eden.

In doing so, he would find redemption.
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Carys kicked upward and connected. Errik grunted. He loosened his grip and she rolled to the side, but not fast enough. Errik grabbed her cloak and yanked her back onto the cold ground.

“Stop,” he hissed.

“Not as long as I draw breath.”

She ignored the muttering of the wind and fumbled for the fastening of her cloak. The garment came free. Errik flew backward, and Carys scrambled to her feet. She drew the second stiletto from her pocket as Errik pushed her heavy cloak off him and got to his knees.

She cocked her arm back, prepared to do what she should have done when he first revealed his identity as a Bastian. His eyes latched on to hers. One eye was swollen with a gash underneath it. But despite the injury, his were the same eyes that had made her want to believe in him.

Whom could she trust?

Errik had betrayed her.

Just as her brother had betrayed her.

Just as everyone in her life betrayed her.

The wind gusted.

She cocked her arm back, but couldn’t throw. Not yet. “What did you do with Larkin?”

“What do you mean?” Errik blinked.

“Where did you take her? Is she still alive? Did the Bastians you turned her over to kill her or are they hoping I will surrender myself to them in order to secure her freedom?”

“Carys.” Errik looked directly into her eyes. “I didn’t take Larkin. I would never turn her over to my uncle or anyone. She’s here with me. We’ve been looking for you since you and Garret disappeared from the cave. Larkin refused to believe you’d been captured by the guardsmen we saw that night—”

“What guardsmen?” Carys asked.

“Larkin heard voices during her watch and woke me up. The two of us went out to see where the voices were coming from. We spotted Captain Monteros and two dozen members of Eden’s guard to the west of the cave and had to take a circuitous route back to avoid being discovered. Only, by the time we returned, you and Garret and all of our belongings were gone.”

Carys shook her head. “But we looked for you. Garret and I searched . . .”

Shouts rang in the distance. The sound of them was closer than below.

Errik pushed to his feet and slowly stood with his hands raised in front of him. “I don’t know what Garret told you, but we should probably talk about it later. When we arrived, Kiara met us just outside the entrance to the Village of Night. She assured us you would be arriving soon and that once you did we should gather your belongings and your horse and meet you here. After all her effort, I doubt she would be pleased if we didn’t get safely away.”

Hope leaped. A shadow of doubt followed. She lowered the stiletto, but held it at the ready in case she needed to strike.

“If you don’t believe me, will you at least believe Larkin?” Errik asked quietly. He leaned down, picked up Carys’s discarded cloak, and winced. “She’s waiting for us.”

The shouts grew louder.

Errik pointed toward the large rock formation.

Carys took a step backward, then another, still wondering if this was a trick to get her to lower her guard. She wanted to believe him, but she couldn’t. Too much had happened for her to trust.

Carys spotted a figure near three horses. Her black hair was woven into a haphazard braid. The woman was holding a notched bow pointed toward the darkness on the other side of the rocks, and she looked as if she knew how to use it. The woman shifted. Moonlight struck her face, and Carys had to stop herself from yelling her friend’s name.

Larkin pivoted at the sound of Carys’s approach, lowered the weapon, and smiled. It was the grin that had teased Carys to laughter all her life. The one she had feared, since leaving the cave with Garret, that she would never see again.

“You’re here! We saw Captain Monteros arrive this morning, and I wanted to come find you, but Errik said we had to trust Seeress Kiara,” Larkin said, the bow falling limply to her side as she took several steps as if to embrace Carys before stopping herself short and giving an embarrassed smile.

Carys blinked, then smiled back as she closed the ground between them and wrapped her arms around her friend. They had only hugged once, as children, before Larkin was told it was inappropriate for a commoner to hug a princess.

“I found the markings you left for me. I knew you would try to make it here, but I wasn’t sure if Garret would interfere. Errik said you would make it. He said that no matter what Garret tried, there was nothing he or anyone else could do that would stop you.”

“He said that?”

“I did.”

Larkin stepped back with a smile, and Carys turned toward Errik.

“Once again, I find myself returning what you have lost.” His eyes held hers as he flipped the stiletto in his hands and presented it to her. “I appreciate you not throwing it at me.”

The wind feathered the hair on the back of her neck, and Carys wrapped her fingers around the silver hilt. “I thought you had taken Larkin to your uncle. When I woke and you and Larkin were gone from the cave. Garret said—”

Voices called in the night. Some were behind the wall, but there were others that sounded closer. Carys shook her head. “You’re right. We can talk about the rest once we are away from here.”

“This way.” Errik unfurled Carys’s cloak and threw it over her shoulders, then pulled the pair of jeweled slippers she’d dropped out of his pocket and handed them to her. “The seeress said you would have the information you sought once we were reunited. But if you need more . . .”

“No, I have what I need,” she said, first looking at Errik and Larkin, then down at the slippers in her hand. Kiara had claimed the information she provided was the key Carys needed. The only way to figure out what the information Carys had gained unlocked was to walk up to the door—and the two people standing at her side would help her do that.

Errik’s uncle’s forces were gathering. The Xhelozi were growing bolder as the imbalance of the virtues grew. There was only one way to deal with both. The time had come to face her brother again.

“We must return to Garden City.”

The uneven terrain meant they had to let their horses slowly pick their way through until finally they reached a dirt road that led west. Carys could swear she heard her name carried on the breeze as she urged her horse to a gallop. The others did the same.

She glanced at Larkin several times to make sure her friend wasn’t falling behind, but while Larkin looked uncomfortable, she was steady in her seat, her bow at the ready. Days ago, Larkin hadn’t known how to notch an arrow, let alone hold a bow. Carys wasn’t the only one who had traveled far to reach the Village of Night. Larkin had traveled much farther.

Errik leaned over the head of his chestnut mount. She had believed the worst in him and still he was here at her side. Larkin said he had never faltered. He hadn’t turned against her even though Carys had stopped believing in him.

Garret had said he wanted her trust. He had deliberately separated her from Larkin and Errik so he could be the sole person she leaned on. According to Kiara, he had arranged the ambush at the Village of Night to solidify her belief in him. All because he wanted control of the power she had inside her.

Instead, Captain Monteros had double-crossed him, and now the men who betrayed Garret would be coming after her.

They pushed their horses, but eventually they had to slow their pace to a walk or risk injuring their mounts. Carys’s nerves danced as their horses plodded up a hill.

She glanced over and saw Larkin’s eyes flutter closed. Her friend tilted to the left as exhaustion tugged her under. Carys pulled on her reins, but Errik had spotted the problem and reached her first. He pulled his horse to a halt next to Larkin’s and kept her from falling as Larkin’s eyes snapped open. Her expression of surprise was so comical, Carys laughed as she urged her horse to the top of the hill. The laughter died on her lips as her mount headed downward and she rode into horror.

Dismembered bodies scattered around a low-burning campfire. Severed legs—some stripped of flesh. Torsos slit open and emptied on cold ground, stained with their lifeblood. And heads cut free and tossed into a pile near the raw, bloody remains of what was once a horse.

“Merciful Gods!” Larkin gasped from behind her. “What could have done this?”

Carys shook her head and nudged her horse forward. “It was Xhelozi.”

“But—the Xhelozi never come this far out of the mountains,” Larkin insisted, her voice pitched high with fear, tears thickening her words. “It is too long a way for them to get back to their dens before dawn.”

“Garret and I outran the Xhelozi the night the four of us were separated, and I heard them in the distance several times when we were traveling,” Carys said as Larkin turned her face away from the gore. “The Seeress Kiara said the monsters grow in number whenever the virtues are out of balance. They thrive in all kinds of darkness, not just the kind that envelop us when the sun sets but also the darkness that we create with our actions.” Carys gasped as she understood the full implications of the seeress’s words. “Soon, the lights on the walls of Garden City might not be enough to keep the Xhelozi from attacking.”

Larkin blinked aside her fatigue. “My father! He and the others in the city will never know the attack is coming unless we warn them.”

Carys nodded. “It is one of the many reasons we must hurry.”

A rock skittered and Carys whipped her head toward the sound.

A hand moved from under a small bush near a fallen horse. She slid off her mount and hurried across the bloodstained ground, Errik keeping pace beside her.

Errik pushed aside the branches of the bush. Wide eyes stared up at them through a coat of gore. “Coming . . . ,” the man whispered.

The fact that the man was alive was a miracle. His legs were pinned beneath the gutted horse. Claw marks ran from his shoulder downward.

Errik squatted down next to the man and shifted the ripped cloak. “He’s part of the Bastian force.”

“Coming,” the man whispered. “Must meet.”

“Meet for what?” Errik asked.

“The battle,” the man wheezed. He struggled for air. “They won’t see our number.”

“How many?” Carys demanded. “How many are coming? When? When are you meeting?”

“Thousands. Soon. It’s time.”

Thousands of Bastian men. These few would not make it to the meeting point—but others would. And with Bastian traitors aiding the army from inside the walls, Garden City could quickly fall. She had to . . .

A shriek cut the air.

Carys stiffened. Errik stood beside her as she scanned the horizon, looking for the source of the sound.

Nothing. Carys’s heart pounded as she held her breath and waited.

Another cry echoed. This one sounding nearer still.

Carys whipped her head to the north and that’s when she saw them. Over a dozen tall shadows—more than the three of them could hope to fight—coming out of a distant grove of trees and running toward them.

“Come on!” Errik grabbed her arm. Side by side, they raced for their mounts. Her horse danced under her and shot off behind Larkin’s horse before Carys was settled in her seat.

Larkin’s and Errik’s mounts pounded the frozen ground just ahead of hers. She urged her horse to go faster. Behind her—Oh Gods, they sound closer—a chorus of Xhelozi screams raked the night. Fear swelled. She clutched the reins tighter and willed her horse to keep running.

“They’re gaining on us,” Errik shouted.

Carys looked over her shoulder. The wind roared in her head. The Xhelozi were closing the distance—almost bounding over the ground on their long, fur-coated legs. Despite her insistence, Carys’s fatigued horse was already starting to slow.

The Xhelozi screamed again. Carys clenched the reins tight as the wind howled. Her heart pounded in her ears as her fear bubbled and pushed to break free.

Larkin’s horse stumbled and Carys watched her friend slip from the saddle.

“Carys! Keep going,” Errik shouted as he leaped off his mount to help Larkin.

With the mauled, dismembered bodies flashing in her mind, Carys did the only thing she could do. She leaped from her own horse, balled her hands into fists at her side as she faced the creatures that were racing toward her with their hooked claws extended, and gave in to fear.

“Carys!” She thought she heard Errik yell, but he sounded distant compared with the pounding of the voices in her head.

Her cloak flapped as the wind around her swirled. Sweat dripped down her back. She dug her nails into her palms. Her muscles clenched and her stomach churned as the wind grew stronger, pulling dead leaves and branches and dirt into its embrace. Then, as if fired from a catapult, the wall of air surged forward.

Xhelozi cries echoed.

The wind roared and the monsters flew back with such force they were lifted off the ground.

Satisfaction pulsed inside her.

The wind whipped again. The air rang with shrieks of pain. Bits of fur and scales fell from the tunnel that churned and pulled at the monsters who dared try to harm her and her friends. The wind filled her and begged for more. More pain. More destruction. More vengean . . .

“Carys!”

Something yanked her backward. She crumpled to the ground and gasped for air. The howling of the wind faded as Larkin’s and Errik’s concerned faces swam in front of her.

“You’re bleeding.” Errik pulled a scrap of fabric from the pocket of his cloak and wiped under her nose. She started to rise, and the world tilted. Errik put a hand on her shoulder as she settled back onto the ground and he pressed the fabric into her hand. “Lean your head back and apply pressure to make the bleeding slow. Larkin, stay with her while I gather the horses. We don’t want to stay here too long. Not with so many bodies near to draw predators.”

Before Carys could object, Errik stood up and strode toward one of the horses.

“You scared him,” Larkin said quietly.

“I should have told you what I was going to do or that I knew I could, but there wasn’t time.” It hurt to speak. Carys’s voice sounded raspy to her own ears as she rose to her knees and felt a trickle run down her lip. The taste of blood filled her mouth, and she pressed the fabric against her nose. “I’m sorry the wind scared you.”

“It wasn’t the wind that frightened us, Carys,” Larkin said. “We watched the wind take the Xhelozi, and then we turned and saw you. You stood so still even as blood ran down your face. Errik and I fought through the wind to get to you, and when we did . . .” Tears sparkled in Larkin’s eyes. “You didn’t seem to hear us or see us. Not until Errik grabbed your arms and shook you.”

“I’m fine.” The words grated. Carys touched her neck, and Larkin gasped. “What?”

“There are bruises on your neck.”

To surrender to the wind in anger or fear is to unleash a power that can destroy not only your enemies, but yourself. There is no virtue when you lead with fear. There is only darkness and destruction and death.

The throbbing in her throat grew as the seconds passed. Carys pulled away the scrap of fabric to see if the bleeding had eased. The fabric was drenched with the blood that still dribbled down her face.

Carys shivered. Larkin tore a piece from her hem and Carys pressed it hard against her nose as fear filled her anew. Using her terror—her anger—was the only way she could make certain the wind responded to her. She had done what she had to do. But could she do it again and survive? Could she take her throne and destroy her enemies without it?

The bleeding stopped by the time Errik returned leading the horses. “We should find somewhere to hole up and rest for a few hours,” he suggested, glancing at Carys, who nodded. The Bastian army was getting ready to attack Garden City, but the horses would give out soon, and so would they. “Did you and your father happen to stay in any caves near here?” he asked Larkin.

There weren’t any caves, but after several leagues, they spotted a barn next to a partially collapsed cottage. The old barn was missing boards in the walls and tilted to the right in an alarming way. The structure creaked and shuddered as they opened the door and led the horses inside. Debris from above rained down on their heads when it closed behind them.

Holes in the ceiling that would be less than helpful during a rainstorm allowed slivers of moonlight through on the clear but cold night. Larkin waved them into a small room in the back corner of the barn. “We should sleep in here.”

Errik and Carys agreed. The room was no less rotting than the rest of the building, but the extra set of walls blocked some of the chill from outside.

“I don’t think we should post a watch. We all need sleep if we are going to keep up this pace,” Errik said, settling onto the ground. “The horses will alert us to danger, and dawn will be here before we know it.”

Larkin didn’t need to be told twice. She curled up on the ground next to a crumbling hearth and closed her eyes. Errik did the same. Every muscle in her body ached with fatigue, but when Carys closed her eyes sleep refused to come. Instead, the memory of the power she wielded returned, as did the triumph she felt when she unleashed the wind and allowed it to destroy. She had embraced her fear and anger and the wind had answered. It had also exacted a price.

Touching the tender flesh at her throat, Carys sat up. She glanced at Errik and Larkin to make sure they were asleep then pushed to her feet and headed into the main, open section of the barn.

A nicker and the soft blowing breath of the horses greeted her. Their presence was reassuring as she moved across the barn to the far wall. Several boards were missing here, which gave her a clear view of the horizon.

Seeress Kiara had told Carys it was possible to safely wield the wind. She just had to stay in control of her anger.

Trust.

Calm.

Carys closed her eyes and pictured the windmills atop the Palace of Winds. The pulsing of the blades was as much a part of her blood and life as her twin. The wind lit her world. It had kept away the Xhelozi. Without the churning of the blades, her kingdom would not be the same. If the windmills faltered . . .

The whispering returned. Hay swirled around her.

Carys released the fist she had unknowingly clenched and pictured the tunnels beneath the Palace of Winds. The hay settled and the knot of anger that was so quick to burst into flame faded.

She took several deep breaths and reached out her mind to the wind. Calm. Trust.

I’m surrendering! Answer me!

Nothing.

She shook her head.

Her stilettos went where she aimed. She knew the damage they would do when she unleashed them on her enemies. But her blades could only do so much. There were thousands in the Bastian forces amassing now to seize the throne. And the Xhelozi might soon be strong enough to overcome the wind-powered lights. The darkness in the kingdom was growing, and that darkness was adding to their strength. Carys had to put a stop to them and help restore the balance of virtue in the kingdom.

Only, without the wind, she had no idea how.

Something snapped behind her. She reached for a stiletto, swung around, and let out a relieved burst of air as Errik stepped from behind a beam.

“I thought you were sleeping,” she said, sliding the blade back into its sheath.

“I thought we should talk.”

She took a deep breath and nodded. “I owe you an apology. I should never have believed Garret when he said he woke and found you and Larkin missing. I—”

“That was not what I was referring to.” Errik crossed to her side. “However, since you mentioned it, I’d like to say that considering my blood-tie to Imogen and the Bastians, what happened was not a surprise. It’s understandable you would think the worst when you were told Larkin and I had disappeared. Only a fool would have trusted me under those circumstances. And you, Princess, are not a fool.”

“Those who believe they cannot be fooled are perhaps the greatest fools of all.”

“True,” he conceded quietly. “Your brother did not believe he was capable of being fooled.”

“And I trusted him. I trusted Garret,” she admitted. “So what does that make me?”

“Human.” He smiled, and her stomach fluttered. “You are allowed to make mistakes. We both have made them. We both are sorry for them and now we are here together again.” He held out his hand and waited.

“I was going to kill you.”

“Yes.” He sighed and lowered his hand. “I wish you would stop doing that.”

“I wanted to trust you, but I was scared to let myself. I don’t think I’m capable of trusting the way I need to—the way Seeress Kiara told me I must. The blood and the bruising . . .” Carys touched her still-tender neck. “If I am scared or angry when I use this power . . .”

“You cause harm to yourself.”

She nodded.

“You’ve survived all these years with the power inside you. Surely, you can . . .”

“I didn’t know I had power before the Trials. The drink my mother gave me masked the talent,” Carys admitted. “But there is a way. Kiara said I had to learn to trust the winds. That to control them, I had to first calmly surrender to them. That’s what I was trying to do before you startled me.”

Errik raised an eyebrow. “You, Princess, have never surrendered to anything in your life.”

A laugh tripped out of her, and Errik responded with a lopsided grin.

“Well, this is one problem I might have a solution to. But first, you have to close your eyes.”

“What will . . .”

He placed a finger gently over her mouth. “You said you have to learn to trust before we get to Garden City. So the two of us are going to practice trust. You can’t ask any questions and you can’t open your eyes until I say you can. Now, do you trust me?”

She wanted to.

Carys closed her eyes and Errik slipped his hand out of her grasp. Her heart pounded. She itched to move as she waited.

Leaves and hay crunched.

A horse nickered.

The barn creaked.

And nothing was happening.

In a few days, she would see her twin again. A few days and her brother would once again move to kill her if she didn’t stop him or maybe kill him first. And she was just standing here.

Calm, she reminded herself. She unclenched her fist and waited.

Errik’s footsteps came closer. His hand touched hers. Slowly, he interlaced their fingers. She felt his body no more than a breath away. Then Errik rested his forehead against hers.

She could hear his heart beating. Or maybe it was hers. Her breathing joined with his. The hair on her neck fluttered. The whispers returned. No. Not whispers. The sound was less insistent. Almost as if it, too, was waiting.

Errik’s lips grazed her temple. Warmth spun from her stomach down to the tips of her toes. Then the warmth was gone as Errik stepped back.

“Do you trust me?”

She had only to think of the safety she felt when their hands were joined to nod.

More leaves crunched.

“Carys, would you please turn around,” he requested.

She did as he asked and waited for him to put his arms around her. Instead he quietly said, “Now fall backward. I promise you won’t hit the ground.”

Her heart pulsed hard against her chest.

Calm.

The whisper of the wind seemed to echo the word in her mind.

Trust.

Surrender.

Could she?

Errik had risked his life to save hers. If she couldn’t trust him to catch her, whom could she trust?

Carys released the breath she was holding, let go of the fear and the doubt, and leaned back, not caring if she hit the ground.

She never did.

Hands cradled her as she knew they would. They were gentle. Soft. Warmth flooded her. And after several moments, she was lifted up until once again she was standing on her feet.

“Turn and open your eyes.”

Carys spun then froze when she spotted Errik several lengths away standing near a splintered beam.

“How does it feel to float on air?” Errik strode forward. “The wind caught you. You trusted and it came.”

Carys put her hand to her nose. No blood. “You said you were going to catch me.”

“No, I said you wouldn’t hit the ground. I was ready to leap forward and break your fall if I was wrong.”

Carys wanted to be angry at the deception, but it was hard considering the hope swirling through her now. She had called the wind. It wasn’t deliberate. She had simply thought of not wanting to fall and she hadn’t. Just as when she had seen Larkin in danger. She had wanted to keep her friend safe, and the wind snapped the arrows before they could plunge into Larkin’s chest. Carys hadn’t thought about destroying the arrows. The wind had chosen that path. She had just wanted to keep Larkin safe.

The seeress had said the wind was not hers to command. But it could listen. If she stayed calm and trusted it to do what must be done.

“Carys?” Errik asked. “Are you okay?”

She looked around the barn as the wind whispered expectantly. The door to the building was open a crack. It was creaking slightly, she thought, which would make it hard to sleep because every movement of the unlatched door would make her think an attack was coming. She pictured it latched.

The horses nickered. There was a gust, and the door swung fully closed.

“It worked!” The door closing wasn’t a big thing, but it was a step toward using her power safely. She would need that power if she was going to keep the thousands of Bastian soldiers from taking the Palace of Winds. “Thank you for helping me,” she said, turning back to Errik.

He had stood by her from the first—saving her mother and supporting her during the Trials when almost everyone else had cheered for Andreus. And even when she had only seen the worst in him, he had seen the best in her—not a royal twin or a vessel of the wind or a potential ruler like Garret had. Errik saw her.

She stepped toward him and he met her halfway. His mouth slanted over hers and she pressed herself tight against him to feel the beating of his heart. Everything inside her shimmered, and when she stepped back and looked into his face, she felt something deep take root. Not trust just in Errik, but in herself. She still did not know exactly how she was going to stop the Bastian army or eliminate Elder Jacobs and all who might be working with him inside the Palace of Winds, but she knew she would. With the help of Errik and Larkin, she would find a way. She just had to make sure they never saw her coming, until it was too late to defend against her.

It was time to return to the living and claim the crown that was hers. She must scale the walls that she hated and face her twin, who wanted her dead. She would uncover the traitors who were lurking in the shadows determined to destroy her family and take her throne.

She would return to their game—and this time she would be the one to end it once and for all.







14

Madame Jillian watched with narrow eyes as Andreus walked to the full-length silver mirror on the far wall. His leg still ached, but the weakness from the attack had finally dissipated.

Two days had passed since Max had found him unconscious on the floor and had run for Madame Jillian’s help. When Andreus woke, he was certain the secret of his curse had finally been unmasked. But the palace healer had blamed the episode on the inflammation of his still-healing Xhelozi wounds, instead.

Council members visited with assurances that they were handling the business of the kingdom and that due to the unrest over news of Andreus’s illness, the Council instructed the Masters to keep the orb shining. To do otherwise would cause further panic and possibly rebellion in an already-anxious city.

Andreus let them believe he was convinced by their argument as he plotted to unmask the traitor in his midst. In secret, he had already taken the first step toward that goal in the swirled snow atop the tallest tower just after the sun had risen. Soon it would be time to let the rest of his plan unfold.

Andreus bent his leg to test the flexibility of the new brace Madame Jillian had constructed for him.

“The infection seems to have passed quickly, Your Majesty,” Madame Jillian said from behind.

“Thanks to you.” He smiled into the mirror and in the reflection saw Madame Jillian let out a pleased chuckle. “I am lucky you are so skilled. Without you, Max wouldn’t be tormenting the palace cooks, I might not be walking, and my mother would certainly not be recovering as well as she is. You are to be commended for all your work.” He turned. “Have you seen my mother today?”

Madame Jillian sighed. “I have not been able to tend to her as much in recent days as I would like. I bring the remedies to aid her mind and body, but she prefers her chamberlain’s company over my own. After losing so much, I am not surprised she is only comfortable now in the presence of someone she has known since before coming to Garden City.”

He frowned. “My mother always said Oben was assigned to be her chamberlain when she arrived here at the Palace of Winds. I assumed my father or one of my grandfather’s heads of household placed him in her service.”

Madame Jillian shook her head. “I was an apprentice then and remember the day the Queen walked up the white steps of the plateau on your father’s arm. She wasn’t Queen then, but she held her head high as any queen I’ve ever seen. And she was so beautiful most people didn’t look at anything else. But I saw Oben at the back of the guard. I used to enjoy watching the men on the practice fields and knew he had never been to Garden City before.”

Her cheeks flushed with color, and for a minute Andreus could see her as a girl cheering on the guardsmen, hoping to gain their attention. “That doesn’t mean my mother and Oben knew each other before they traveled to Garden City.” Oben had once told Andreus that he had trained in a minor lord’s household before using his sword for the High Lord of Derio and coming to the attention of the King.

“Perhaps I am mistaken, Your Majesty,” the healer admitted. “It is just a feeling I get of a shared history. That, and he rarely if ever leaves her side. All know that Chamberlain Oben is fiercely devoted to the Queen. None would ever try to do her harm knowing they would have to go through him.”

Of that Andreus was certain. The chamberlain’s bulky robes did little to hide his strength. He had always seemed stronger to Andreus than almost anyone in the palace, except maybe Andreus’s father.

The healer dropped into a curtsy, then eyed him sharply. “Take care to rest that leg as much as possible, Your Majesty. I know it is pointless to tell you not to walk on it at all.”

When the door finally shut behind her, Andreus stepped into the bedroom doorway and called, “You can come out now, Max.”

The wardrobe door swung open, and Max came bounding into the room. “I don’t see why I had to hide from Madame Jillian.”

“If Madame Jillian had seen you, she would have asked questions about the crumbs on your clothes and scolded you for eating too many sweets.” It was an easier answer than the truth. Andreus needed both he and the boy to draw as little scrutiny as possible before he had a chance to unmask the traitor—something he would need Max to help with.

Max swiped at his mouth as Andreus warned, “There are things happening here in the Palace of Winds right now. Dangerous things.”

Max’s expression turned solemn. His eyes looked so much older than his eight years as he nodded. “I know, Your Majesty.”

Was the boy recalling the hands that grabbed him and threw him over the battlements? Could he feel the terror of nothingness as his hands clutched the stone—as he held on for his life?

“Not everyone is happy to have me as King of Eden.”

“But you are King. They can’t do nothing ’bout that.”

“Some people think they can. I need your help to stop them.”

Max’s little face grew fierce. “What do you need me to do?”

After everything Andreus had done, he knew he didn’t deserve such loyalty.

When he had awakened, alive, from the curse’s attack, Andreus held the scrap of parchment his sister had left for him and considered what his twin would do to find the answers he sought. Carys was not patient. She would not wait for the traitors to reveal themselves. Instead, she would create her own web and watch whoever was lurking in the shadows walk into it.

Which is what he decided he would do. And after all he had learned, he knew what to bait his trap with. The orb.

His sister had questioned the sabotage to the lights—and whether it was part of a larger plot—from the first. Almost immediately after his sister and he talked about her concerns, his father’s and brother’s bodies were dumped atop the entrance steps of the palace. Another night atop the battlements, Max had spotted people lurking in the shadows, and discovered the meeting of the Masters of Light. Moments after he spoke of that to Andreus, Max was thrown over the battlement walls. Add to that the fact that Andreus had commanded the orb be darkened, yet someone had convinced the Masters to disobey his wishes. The orb still shined because the orb wasn’t just a symbol to those who were attempting to betray Eden. Andreus now realized that to them the orb was a beacon.

Perched high above the ground on the tallest tower, its light could be seen for miles on a clear night. It was a fixed point—like the stars—and was used to help navigate a traveler to safety.

Or to lead an attacking force across miles and miles to war.

Andreus crossed to the ornately carved King’s desk and took two notes off the top. He handed the first to Max. “Give this order to whatever captain is in charge at the gates today.” Andreus had commanded Graylem to avoid his chambers while he was recovering from his illness. Had the guard been seen, he might have aroused the suspicions of the Council. The Council had too many informers within the palace walls waiting for the chance to gain rewards for whatever information they gathered. “Once the captain gives Graylem his new orders, follow him and let him know I will require his assistance on the battlements.”

Max took the first paper and gave a solemn nod.

“And then . . .” Andreus picked up the second piece of folded parchment marked by the golden wax seal of the Throne of Light. “I need you to deliver this to Master Triden.” He was the one Master Andreus believed could be trusted. Andreus hoped he was not wrong in that faith. “Go with him. When he has finished the task I requested, come to the Hall of Virtues so I know it has been done.” And that the trap was ready to be sprung.

“Max,” Andreus said, stooping down to look the boy in the eye. “If you think you’ve drawn someone’s suspicion, don’t wait around to make sure. Run and hide.”

“Should Graylem run, too?”

“Graylem is too big to duck into wardrobes.” Before Max could come up with another query, Andreus said, “I will be meeting with the Council of Elders soon, so you have to move fast. First Graylem, then the Masters, then to the Hall of Virtues.”

Max half bowed and bolted for the door before Andreus could warn him to be careful. He would just have to trust that the survival instincts Max learned on the streets of Garden City would keep the boy out of trouble.

He called his attendant to help him dress even though he would have preferred to be alone. With his valet’s assistance, it took little time to get ready, although Andreus’s heart beat harder to mark the passage of each second. Black fitted trousers. Polished black boots. Silk golden-yellow shirt and a deep-blue velvet vest trimmed to match the shirt. As his valet handed him the sword to buckle around his waist, he found himself wishing he could appear in the Hall in a mail shirt without raising suspicions. When his valet was reaching for the fur-lined robe, Andreus quickly slid two bejeweled daggers into the belt at the small of his back. Just in case.

Once the robe was slung over his shoulders and fastened, Andreus turned toward the full-length silver mirror and reached for the heavy woven gold-and-sapphire crown. Carefully, he placed the crown on his head, thinking of all the times his father had done the same thing and of how Micah should have been standing here had he not betrayed their father, or been betrayed by someone he believed was standing by his side. It struck Andreus that he had only come to stand in this exact spot, preparing to sit on a throne that represented light in a hall that celebrated seven virtues, because he, too, was willing to betray.

Andreus stared at his reflection, marveling at how almost nothing had changed about his appearance. Same dark hair. Same chin and forehead. Only one thing was different, and he was counting on the Council of Elders never noticing it. He felt regret. He felt a calling—a duty to make things right. To restore the seven virtues for his kingdom and to once again bring light to the people of Eden.

He nodded for the guards stationed outside the King’s rooms to flank him as he strode toward the Hall. Had Max made it to the Masters yet? How fast could the boy track down the young guard who Andreus was trusting with so much?

The torches burned bright as he approached the two-story-tall, massive gold doors that led into the Hall of Virtues.

The throne gleamed. The seven members of the Council of Elders, dressed in black robes, stood at the bottom of the dais, each studying him with various expressions of concern, consternation, or disapproval on their faces as he approached.

Elder Cestrum strode forward, the missive Andreus had sent to the Council for this meeting clutched in his clawed metal hand.

The voice of the imprisoned woman rang in his head.

Iron for blood. Iron for heart. Clawing for summer when winter does start.

Was Elder Cestrum the one behind the treachery? Andreus wondered as he stared at the claw. Or was it one of the others who looked to unseat him?

“It is good to see you up and around, Your Majesty.” Elder Cestrum nodded. “Your illness caused a great deal of concern in Garden City, and, as we have reported, we have done our best to make sure everyone believes the throne and thus the kingdom are completely secure.”

“The throne is absolutely secure,” Andreus said. He walked by the Elders and deliberately climbed the steps to his place in front of the throne. “And now that I have recovered, I require news of the petitions you heard in my absence.”

“Surely, there is no need to bother you with minor matters.” Elder Jacobs stepped forward. “After all, you have already been updated on the condition of the lights. The rest of the items are things your father found little interest in and trusted the Council to handle when he could not.”

“I am not my father,” Andreus said, taking a seat on the throne. He looked down at the men standing on the ground beneath him and insisted, “And I am interested in everything that happens in my kingdom.”

The Council members glanced at one another. Elder Ulrich turned his one eye on Andreus and smiled. “We shall be sure to remember that, Your Majesty.”

It was clear to Andreus that the members of the Council of Elders thought he would grow bored with the petitions quickly. Perhaps on any other day he would have. But he needed to keep the Council occupied and away from their informants until the final pieces of his trap were set. So he pushed the Council to discuss requests from lords and ladies for additional guards to protect them, from women who came to see if there was word of their son’s or husband’s fate on the battlefields to the south. He demanded more detail, questioned decisions, and watched the Council chafe at being forced to stand as additional torches were lit and night began to fall.

Finally, as Elder Jacobs spoke of the Council’s concern over the need for more guardsmen, Andreus spotted Max at the edge of the main entrance of the Hall. He met Max’s eyes across the wide space, then nodded ever so slightly to acknowledge the unspoken message.

The trap was set. It was time to add the bait.

“When Captain Monteros returns to Garden City with the new seer,” Elder Jacobs explained, “he will train new . . .”

“I’m sure he will.” Andreus stood. One by one, he studied the faces below him. “And I appreciate you doing what you feel is necessary for the Kingdom of Eden and Garden City when I fell ill. While I am certain you made choices my father would have approved of, my father is no longer King. I am the King of Eden now, and my orders will be followed.”

“Your Majesty,” Elder Cestrum said quickly, “we don’t . . .”

“You have made your arguments. You have schemed and exerted your influence on the Masters to disobey their King. To disobey me. No more!”

Confusion and insult filled their faces as Andreus stepped to the edge of the dais and looked down on the Elders. None of them understood they were seeing the real Andreus now.

“The city is being alerted that I will speak to them after darkness is fully upon us. I expect all of you to stand with me when I demonstrate to the court, the guard, and those in the city that not only have I recovered from my brief illness, but also that I am the one who is in charge of this kingdom. I am King, and I will do whatever is required to keep my people safe. Because, as of tonight, the orb of Eden will no longer shine in the sky.”

He strode down the stairs and past the gaping Elders. Elder Cestrum asked for him to reconsider, but Andreus didn’t stop. He crossed the room, headed out the door, and then hurried down the hall to meet Graylem atop the battlements. He had to be in position before the traitor arrived.

Whoever was plotting against him would try to subvert his order. If Andreus was correct, the traitor needed the light to help guide the Bastian forces to Eden under the cover of darkness. And in the desperate attempt to keep his treacherous plan from falling apart, the man who had worked with Imogen to take his crown would unmask himself. Once that happened, Andreus would expose the traitor to the city and end the plot once and for all.

He drew his sword when he reached the top of the tower stairs that led to the battlements. Then he pushed open the door, stepped into the gently falling snow, and hurried across the battlements to the alcove nearest the tall tower, where Graylem was waiting.

“Has anyone come yet?” He slipped beside the guard and squinted into the early night.

“Not since the sun began to fade, Your Majesty.”

“It won’t be long,” Andreus said quietly. “Keep your eyes open. I need you to be able to swear to what you will witness in front of the Council, the court, and the city.” As he was a sworn member of the guard, Graylem’s words and his earnest manner would resonate with everyone in the city. Andreus would have the man seized, proclaim the man a traitor, and perform the execution himself.

“The orb is already dark!” an unfamiliar voice called.

Three shadows appeared in the falling snow, all with their hoods up and their backs to him.

“The Masters must have done the work before the King announced his decision.”

“Or he did it himself.” Another man appeared, and Graylem sucked in air beside him as Elder Ulrich pushed aside his hood and looked up at the tower with his one good eye. “And now Andreus plans to tell the kingdom what he did because he wants them to think he’s a good King. Well, he will only be King for so long.”

Graylem reached for the hilt of his sword. Andreus placed a hand on the guard’s arm and a finger to his lips as Elder Ulrich paced toward them. If the Elder looked at the snowy ground, he would see their boot imprints that were slowly filling with snow.

Ulrich turned back as his men said something that was muffled by a lone creak of the windmill above. The blades were barely turning, which was the only reason Andreus could make out another asking if there would be a delay and something about riding out.

“No.” Elder Ulrich’s voice rang clear, and Andreus held his breath as the Elder strode closer to their position. “Tell our men to take the watch at the southern gates.”

Their men. How many men did Ulrich command?

“Then someone find our Master friend so he can get the orb to shine. After all these years, the Bastian King is ready to return, and I will not keep him waiting.”

Elder Ulrich looked up at the orb, then turned and headed to the stairway with his men at his heels.

“Follow Lord Ulrich’s men,” Andreus hissed.

“But, Your Majesty, you said . . .”

“Plans change.”

Elder Ulrich had sprung Andreus’s trap, but unless Andreus could make sure all the traitors working with him were caught as well, the threat from inside would continue. The guard within the walls was not powerful enough to take on an attacking army that was being helped from the inside. “Find out who they are and who else they are meeting with.”

Graylem nodded and followed discreetly in the snowy footsteps of Elder Ulrich and his men. Andreus waited out of view for several minutes, then sheathed his sword and strode to the closest stairwell to get out of the snow.

Frustration and anger simmered, and beneath both he felt a sense of helplessness.

Most would think that foolish. After all, he was King!

Yet he was a king who could not trust the allegiance of those in Eden’s guard or the loyalty of the Council of Elders. Without those, the crown’s effectiveness was diminished.

If he was to succeed, he needed the people of the kingdom on his side. The people had power. He had lost their admiration to Carys during the Trials of Virtuous Succession, but if they saw him as the King they needed him to be, he could gain it back. He wasn’t sure they would fight on his behalf if the army appeared at the gates, but maybe he could convince them to fight for themselves, their neighbors, and all of Eden.

Andreus strode through the torchlit halls of the palace determined to find the right words to bring Garden City to his side. Snow still fell as he stepped into the courtyard. Members of the court were speaking in small groups or walking toward the entrance. He spotted Elder Jacobs talking to Oben in the shadow of the gate. Both fell silent as he passed through the arching entrance. He could hear the nobles taking up places behind him as he crossed to the edge of the steps and looked down at the throng of people standing at the base of the steps in the city below.

The lights on the walls that rimmed the city shone bright. Here at the top of the steps, torches flickered in the falling snow. A small platform had been placed atop the steps as he had directed in the missive he sent to Master Triden. The coned amplification system Andreus had last used atop the walls during the Trial of Strength had been set up to make sure his words would be heard.

As a group, the Elders approached him, each wearing the cloak marked with the symbols of the district they represented.

Elder Cestrum leaned forward and whispered, “Your Majesty, you should know that it appears none of the Masters of Light are here and they cannot be found in the palace.”

“I was not aware the Council was tracking every movement of the Masters,” Andreus said as satisfaction filled him. No one had seen Master Triden lead the Guild of Light into the city to the inn Andreus had stumbled upon the other day. The Master was under instructions to remain there until Andreus gave word they could return. They would not be able to keep their presence there a secret for long. Andreus could only hope it would be long enough.

Elder Ulrich stepped forward. “We thought you might want them standing with you as you speak about the wind power and the lights. Their presence could help reassure the people.”

Clever. Andreus clenched a fist at his side. Had he not seen Elder Ulrich atop the battlements, he would not have heard the deceit disguised as concern.

“The Masters are doing their job,” Andreus answered. And it was time for him to do his.

Turning from the Elders, Andreus adjusted his crown and stepped up onto the small platform.

Trumpets sounded.

People turned to face him. Some cheered. Not as many as once there would have been, but some. He could feel Elder Ulrich’s eyes on his back—adjusting his plans to put a knife in it.

The trumpets faded. Torches crackled as Andreus stared at the faces that looked up at him from below.

He thought of the last time he had addressed the crowd. Then he had believed he was more worthy of the crown than his sister. He had spoken with arrogance. She had spoken with her heart, and the crowd had given her their love.

He touched his pocket where he kept the note Carys had left him beneath the loose step and thought of the honesty—what he now knew to be honesty—with which she spoke not long before he made the choice to take her horse and leave her to the Xhelozi.

“People of Eden, thank you for coming out in the snow,” he said simply. The amplification system caught his words and sent them to everyone in the city. “The cold months are upon us. With them comes the concern we always face from the Xhelozi. The monsters have once again awakened in the mountains and I know this year your worry is great, as is mine.”

He turned and looked up at the windmill blades that were barely moving against the sky. Beyond that was the darkness where there had always been light.

Looking back at his audience, he said, “The wind is unpredictable and the lack of its power has caused a great deal of anxiety. I know that was made worse today when the orb did not light in the sky. I want you to know that I commanded the change be made until the wind blows strong again.” There was a rumble through the crowd. “Many told me not to,” he admitted. “They said the orb is a symbol of Eden, and if it darkened, you would believe that meant Eden was defeated. They said that fear would overtake the city. But it has not. And I don’t believe that it will.”

Andreus thought of Graylem, who lost his sister and still risked his own life in order to to protect others, and Max, who had been left for dead because of an illness he refused to let beat him.

He pictured them as he said, “I understand the people of Eden are stronger than they give you credit for. The nobles, the Council—they underestimate you. You understand that the orb is dark, but that does not mean we are in darkness. You know that the orb is but a symbol. The true hope in this kingdom is not a light high above a palace. The true strength of Eden is you.”

The cheers of the crowd filled him. “We must work together and conserve all the power we can to see us through the days to come. The orb will not light again until the winds return. And if the winds continue to deny us, I know you can be counted on to stand strong against any who come to our gates and wish to do harm.”

The people screamed their agreement.

“If that time comes,” he shouted, “I promise that I will be standing beside you.”

The cheers grew louder. Chants of his name and “long live the King” danced on the air.

He turned toward the Council of Elders. Cestrum frowned. Jacobs grinned. Elder Ulrich nodded and joined the others in their applause.

Then the torches behind them flickered.

The still-falling snow began to swirl.

Cheers from below turned to gasps as people pointed at the battlements behind him. Andreus turned and looked up at the blades of the windmills as they slowly began to turn, then gained in speed. The creaks of the windmills echoed with the growing excitement of the crowd.

The blades spun faster. Fiercely blowing snow made it impossible to see.

A gust of wind pushed him off his feet and he stumbled to the ground as all around him he heard cries of “The wind! The wind has returned!”

Through the blanket of snow, the lights on the wall flared brighter than ever before. Hot and bright, and then the lights faded to normal.

The gusting air vanished as quickly as it came.

Andreus climbed to his feet and turned back to the crowd. The snow settled and Andreus spotted a figure standing just a few steps below. He held his breath as the figure lifted her hands, pushed the hood back, and revealed a face he knew as well as he knew his own.

His heart leaped even as his legs trembled.

Gasps echoed behind him.

“It is not the wind that has returned,” Carys said, looking up at him. The defiance that had saved his life was bright in her eyes. “I have.”
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Everything was silent. The crowd. The wind. It was as though someone had wiped away all sound save the pounding of her heart.

Carys looked up at her brother wearing the crown that he had been willing to kill for.

She fought for calm, wishing Errik were standing beside her now. For the past two days, his support and faith had bolstered her efforts to strengthen safe control of her power. When she surrendered with calm, she had gone so far as to coax the wind to lift Errik, Larkin, and the horses on a gentle wave, gliding above the ground as it passed in a blur underneath them, allowing them to travel more swiftly than she had believed possible.

But no matter how hard she worked to keep her emotions in check, fear about the assembling Bastian army or the Xhelozi’s growing boldness was always a breath away, pushing against her defenses. When it broke through, the gentle wind changed into a swirling tunnel that pulled bushes out of the ground and the air from her lungs.

The first time it had happened, the horses tossed their heads and Larkin screamed as the twisting air engulfed her and spun her off the ground.

Carys had tried to picture the hidden passages beneath the palace. She’d fought to imagine something that made her feel safe to stop the flow of air as Kiara had instructed. But no matter what she imagined, Larkin was turned and pulled in front of her and the memory of the man the wind broke into pieces filled her mind.

Her fear grew and the wind blew stronger.

Then she felt a warm hand engulf hers.

Errik—steady and calm and strong.

Suddenly, Carys could breathe again.

The tunnel faded. Larkin landed on the ground with a thud—scared but unharmed. Still, it was enough to make Carys unsure when Larkin urged her to try again.

“I’ll just stand behind you, this time,” she joked once the horses had been calmed and they all had a chance to rest. When Carys didn’t laugh, Larkin dropped her smile, looked her in the eye and said, “I believe you can do this, Carys. I believe in you.”

“As do I,” Errik said, sliding his hand in hers.

Carys faced her power again. And that’s how they traveled—with Errik’s hand tight in hers as the wind swept them across the kingdom back to the entrance of the tunnels that they had used weeks ago to make their escape, back to the walls she had always hated and sought to break free of, and back to her home.

A home that had been taken from her. A home that she was determined to reclaim.

Anger simmered as she unhooked her cloak and let it drop in a pool to the snowy steps. The gasps in the night said the garment Larkin had hastily put together for this moment had been well worth it.

The ensemble was one Larkin had been working on when she had been forced into hiding during the Trials. After arriving back in the city, Larkin and Errik had stolen through the night to her father’s shop to retrieve it. The deep-silver, skintight trousers and fitted white tunic were edged in both blue and yellow. In the torchlight, Larkin said, Carys would look like a candle against the darkness. From the belt at Carys’s waist hung her two silver stilettos—the weapons with which they had seen her defend her brother with skill.

Murmurs came from the people in the city below. Members of the court stepped closer as if trying to decide whether their eyes were deceiving them. The cold seeped into her body, but she refused to shiver. Instead, she straightened her shoulders, clenched her hands into fists at her side, and waited for her brother to say something.

Frustration and anger churned. The wind whispered in her mind, and she yearned to lash out.

Then her twin smiled.

The smile was so familiar. It stole her breath and pushed her off balance because for a moment, in her brother’s eyes she could swear she saw joy.

“Imposter!” Elder Jacobs rushed forward and pointed down at her.

“What?” Carys thought she heard her brother say over the din of voices repeating the charge.

“Guards! Seize her!” Elder Jacobs called. A dozen Guardsmen standing at attention at the top of the steps drew their swords and started down the snow-slick stairs. “Princess Carys is dead. This woman dares befoul her memory.”

“I am Princess Carys!” she yelled, drawing her stilettos as the guardsman advanced. Anger spiked hot and fast. The wind howled in her mind, but she pushed the whispers back. “I was injured in the Trials, but I did not die. I am the one who saved my brother’s life in the Trial of Humility and scaled the wall when you required me to show strength. I watched you allow an innocent boy to be killed in the Hall of Virtues because of your twisted view of temperance. And I was left for dead by Prince Andreus, my twin, during the Trial of Endurance.”

Her words echoed in the night. All around her people gasped. Elder Cestrum moved to stand next to Elder Jacobs. The Chief Elder held up his iron claw and shouted, “Halt,” which caused the guards to pause their advance. His eyes narrowed as he studied her—as they all studied her.

Anger pulsed in her chest, and she took the steps upward—eyes on the men in the Council, stilettos firmly clenched in her hands. “You have forced me to compete. You have bruised my body and pushed me near death, but you will not deny who I am.” Carys spun and faced the crowd below. “I am Princess Carys, daughter of King Ulron, Protector of Virtue and Defender of Light. I promised that I would always stand for you, and I have returned to claim my throne.”

From the back of the crowd came cheers that grew louder with every beat of her heart.

Carys turned toward her brother, who stood still as a statue on the platform in the center of the landing at the top of the stairs.

“Do you deny it, Andreus?” she demanded. “Do you deny it is I, your sister, standing before you now?”

A hush fell over the crowd. The Elders turned to face Andreus as the Guardsmen tightened their grip on their weapons. Carys held her breath. The wind howled in her mind, and she knew if the guards attacked she would set it free even if it meant destroying herself.

Elder Cestrum stepped forward and called, “King Andreus, what is your judgment?”

Carys waited for him to deny her, but her brother looked her in the eyes and said, “This is my sister, my twin. Princess Carys has returned.”

The crowd roared anew.

Elder Cestrum strode forward and stroked his beard with his claw. He held up his hand and waited for quiet before saying, “The Trials of Virtuous Succession were declared to be at an end, and yet here Princess Carys stands, which places King Andreus’s claim to the throne in doubt.”

The court behind the Elders gasped. The crowd below seemed to hold its breath as Elder Jacobs pushed himself forward. “I beg to differ. The law on this matter is clear. Once the Trials of Virtuous Succession started, Princess Carys and King Andreus were bound by law to compete until one of them won the throne or the other was dead. King Andreus fulfilled his obligation. His claim to the throne is undeniable while you, Princess, fled. You committed treason against the crown. King Andreus, I recommend the Princess be locked in the North Tower until she can stand trial for her crime.”

Guardsmen advanced again, and the crowd’s rumbles of upset turned into a roar. People chanted her name. Guardsmen started down the steps to push them back, but the people weren’t retreating at the show of force. They were coming to protect her.

And in doing so, they could die.

The whispers pulled harder, but Carys shook them away and called, “Leave them alone!” Snow swirled, and she focused on what she had come here to do. “The last Trial was that of Endurance. I was injured and wounded and yet I endured. For me the Trials never ended.”

“But they ended here,” Elder Cestrum said. Behind him several Elders nodded. “The Council declared the Trials ended and by law Andreus is King.”

“The law stated that the Trials of Virtuous Succession must either be won or the other successors must be dead for a new ruler to be installed on the throne. I stand here as proof that the conditions of the law have not been met.” She straightened her shoulders and called. “I demand the Trials continue.”

Andreus met her eyes and gave a small shake of his head as sound exploded around her. Cheers. Shouts of anger. Waves of unrest.

Elder Cestrum gave a hint of a smile as Elder Jacobs shouted, “No! The Council of Elders has already decided this matter. Andreus is King.”

“We thought Princess Carys was dead. We were wrong.” Elder Ulrich stepped forward. His eye turned toward her, and he folded his hands in front of him. “Princess Carys, I speak for all of Eden as I welcome you home. We asked you to endure, and it is clear by you standing here today that you did.”

Elder Jacobs shook his head. “Just because . . .”

“Not only that,” Elder Ulrich continued. “But when Princess Carys appeared, the wind that abandoned us returned. The lights on the walls shone brighter. The windmill blades turn now as they have not in weeks. We cannot in good conscience ignore such a clear sign of our mistake. Our way forward is clear. The Trials must start again.”

“I agree,” Andreus announced.

Carys looked at her brother, who reached up and lifted the crown from his head. Beside him, Elder Jacobs shook his head as Elder Ulrich pulled Elder Cestrum close and whispered insistently in the Chief Elder’s ear.

“Your Majesty!” Elder Jacobs climbed the first step. Carys itched to use her stilettos. “I understand you are surprised by your sister’s return, as are we all, but I believe we should wait until the next Seer of Eden arrives before any decision is made. Captain Monteros will appear with the seers soon, and he or she will help us make the correct choice.”

Before Carys could speak, her brother said, “There is only one choice. Princess Carys is my twin and she is alive.” Her brother handed the crown to Elder Cestrum. Then he stepped off the platform and slowly walked down the snowy steps that separated them. He picked up the cloak that she had discarded, and placed it over her shoulders, immediately chasing away some of the chill of the night. His eyes met hers and held them. If he was waiting for her to look away first, he would have to wait a very long time. It was then she saw the flicker of pain in their depths. Despite the cold, there was sweat on his forehead. Her brother must be currently waging war against his illness—his curse.

Then he turned so they were standing shoulder to shoulder, and in a voice thick from exertion or emotion, he called, “The Trials we thought had ended are not over, which means the throne is not yet mine.”

Yet!

Elder Jacobs took a step up the dais. “But King Andreus, the kingdom needs a ruler. With the lights and the Xhelozi . . .”

“Prince Andreus has made his decision,” Elder Cestrum said smoothly as he took the place on the platform that Andreus had vacated.

Her brother’s breathing was harsh.

She could feel him tremble beside her.

Suddenly everything that had happened faded away as the instinct to aid him—to save him—pushed through the anger. Despite that instinct, she forced her eyes to stare straight ahead—to keep focused on why she was here. She had returned to save Eden from the forces that were threatening to take the throne and from the monsters roaming the countryside. It was no longer her responsibility to act as his shield. Andreus had severed that tie when he turned on her and left her for dead. He did not deserve her love or her loyalty. If he had his remedy with him, he could save himself. If not, then he had only himself to blame.

They were standing together as they always had done, but they were no longer a team. Andreus had made his choice, and they were now each standing alone.

Still, the anger and bitterness that had built a wall around her heart since she left the Palace of Winds began to crumble. When he had been standing above her wearing the crown he had coveted, Andreus had been easy to hate. This Andreus next to her was more like the one she had always known. The one she would have done anything for.

Elder Cestrum said, “With the return of Princess Carys, it is the decision of the Council of Elders that the Trials of Virtuous Succession will continue as the law decreed.”

From behind the Elders where the court stood, Carys heard a voice scream, “No!” Which was drowned out by the roar of the crowd below.

Beside her, Andreus stiffened.

Elder Cestrum held up a hand for silence and then continued. “At the end of the Trial of Endurance, Prince Andreus returned with the crown in hand and a lead on the scoring board. But much has happened since then and those events must be considered. By her return, Princess Carys has shown the ability to endure during difficult circumstances. She has suffered her own Trial of Patience and in doing so has gained not only the respect of the Council of Elders, but has earned the right to additional points on the scoring board. Therefore, it is the decision of the Elders that Prince Andreus and Princess Carys are both equal in points for the Trials of Virtuous Succession.”

Equal!

Now she did look at her twin.

His breathing came in shallow bursts that turned to smoke in the cold. His hands were balled into fists at his side.

“However, Elder Jacobs is correct. This is a dangerous time for our kingdom. We need a king or queen to lead us safely through the cold to the warmer months ahead. After conferring with Elder Ulrich and the others, I have decided that the Trials will begin again tomorrow, and the winner of one contest will be declared the winner of all.”

Cheers roared in the night.

Her name was shouted again and again. Here and there, she heard her brother’s name called, but it was hers that rang above it all. They had not forgotten her while she was gone. They did not know of the danger that was coming, just that they were happy she had returned.

Slowly she turned around and faced those who called for her. She placed her hand to her heart and lifted it toward them and in the flickering torchlight saw hundreds return the salute.

She lifted her eyes to meet her brother’s so he could see her triumph. So he would know that while she had agreed to allow him to win the crown the last time they faced the Trials, this time she was going to win.

His cheeks glistened with sweat. He swallowed hard against the pain of his illness, and she lifted her chin as if daring him to ask for her help. Part of her wanted him to ask so she could walk away and see him fall as he had done to her.

Instead, he placed his hand against his heart. When he extended it to her, she saw tears in his eyes. It was tears, not sweat on his cheeks. And his eyes—they were filled with sorrow and love and a desperate desire for forgiveness.

They were the eyes of the brother who she thought was lost to her. One who she hadn’t expected to see.

She stepped back even as her heart urged her to step forward. Andreus had betrayed her once to gain the throne. She could not weaken in her anger or resolve or he would betray her again. He had proven that the crown was the only thing he wanted. She could not—she would not—allow herself to forget that or this time it would not only be she that fell but all of Eden.

“Carys,” her brother said as the crowd continued to shout its excitement.

She pushed away the wrenching ache in her stomach and looked up at the windmills—picturing them churning the still-falling snow.

Cheers turned to gasps.

Andreus called her name again, this time with a hint of fear.

The snow swirled around her and grew thicker as the wind pulled it from the ground and sent it dancing into the sky.

Gears creaked and rattled, and Carys hurried up the steps through the blinding snow—the wind hiding her from view while guiding her way to the arching entrance of the palace.

The snow settled. She heard Andreus shout her name. The lights on the wall flared as if on fire as she turned on her heel and headed into the palace, leaving her brother and the connection she had to break behind.
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Carys was alive.

Andreus still had no idea where his sister had come from. One minute he was addressing the people, the next she was standing there with the snow swirling at her feet. The note she had left him under the step had given him hope that his mistakes were not irreversible. But it wasn’t until seeing her that he allowed himself to believe it was real.

She was real.

Elder Jacobs had accused her of being an imposter, but Andreus didn’t need to see the scars she bore from her North Tower punishments or hear her tell of how she had escaped death while leaving another body in her place to know it was his sister. He had just to look at the defiance in her face to recognize who she was.

The last time he had seen her she had been sweating and pale with barely strength to stand. Her body withering and in pain from the lack of the Tears of Midnight. Now . . . he couldn’t remember seeing his twin look so strong. Her head had been high. Her shoulders were back, and her distinctive white-blond hair spiked from her head, making it look like she was wearing a crown—as if she were already Queen. It was the hair that had caused him to believe the disfigured body he had viewed after the Trials was that of his sister. Even weak and in pain from the lack of the Tears of Midnight her body had craved, Carys had found a way to use her most identifiable trait to feign her own death.

Now she was back and his sister thought she had convinced the Council to allow the Trials to resume. But Carys didn’t know what he did. That Elder Ulrich had other motives for whispering in the Chief Elder’s ear. He had other reasons for pushing Elder Cestrum to restart the Trials tomorrow night, and if he didn’t warn his sister, she could walk right into a trap.

Andreus had caught a glimpse of her going up the steps through the gusting snow. Then the lights flashed and he looked toward the walls to make sure they weren’t malfunctioning. When he looked back, Elder Jacobs was hurrying in his direction, and his twin had vanished through the gates. Andreus had avoided the Elder and spent the last hour moving through the palace in an attempt to locate his sister. She was not in her room or in the Hall of Virtues. When he went to his mother’s chambers, he found the sitting room in disarray—as if a wind tunnel had swept through, upending the furniture and dashing mirrors and flower urns to the ground.

“The Queen will be glad to know you stopped by,” Oben informed him as he picked up an overturned chair. The heavy ring the chamberlain wore glinted in the firelight. “She took some of her tea and is finally sleeping. News of Princess Carys’s return has left her . . . unsettled.”

“Carys has not seen Mother since her return?”

“If she had come here, your mother’s concerns would have been addressed.”

Which meant Andreus still had no idea where his sister had gone. The palace was vast. It would take until well past dawn for Andreus to search every room, alcove, and corridor by himself. With Elder Ulrich and his men working to take the throne, he didn’t have that kind of time to waste.

Frowning, Andreus said, “Thank you for taking care of Mother, Oben. I’m sure Carys will pay her a visit soon.”

“I very much hope she does,” Oben answered as Andreus headed out the door.

He had to assume Carys was deliberately avoiding him. She had to be warned about Elder Ulrich and convinced to join forces to see that the Bastians did not take their throne. And since he was failing to find her on his own, he’d have to enlist help.

Andreus checked his sister’s rooms one more time—they were still empty, although an industrious servant had stoked a fire in preparation for her return. But there was no sign his sister had stepped foot in the chambers down the hall from his since her dramatic appearance on the palace steps.

Where in all the virtues was she?

Frustrated, Andreus threw open the door to his room and jumped as Max barreled toward him.

“Is it true?” Max demanded. “Is Princess Carys really come back from the dead like Graylem said?”

Graylem stood near the fireplace, censure etched in every line of the guard’s typically earnest face.

“My sister never died. She just outsmarted the Council and me, something for which I will forever be grateful.” He looked at Graylem. “I thought Carys had betrayed me by killing Imogen. I didn’t realize then that Imogen was using me as part of Elder Ulrich’s plot.” Or maybe it was Imogen who had enlisted Ulrich into the treacherous plan. Everyone always had an excuse for why they were convinced to turn against what was right. Andreus certainly had. “I made mistakes,” he admitted. “But now Carys is back and if you are still willing to help, there is the chance to set things to right.”

The fire crackled as Graylem looked down at Max and then back at Andreus. Finally, he said, “I followed one of Elder Ulrich’s men from the battlements to the southeasternmost gate. He met with two other guards. I heard them tell him not to worry. They would assign men they trusted to man the three gates after dark.”

If Elder Ulrich’s men controlled the gates on the south side of the city, they could open those barriers when the Bastian army appeared. The enemy could be inside the walls and moving toward the palace before any alarm was sounded. A signal was all that was needed to let the Bastian army know the way was clear for them to proceed.

“I would recognize the men again if I saw them,” Graylem said. “There are several who entered the guard at the same time I did. Give me the word and we could eliminate them.”

Tempting. But while drawing blood would be satisfying, it would be akin to cutting off the tail of the snake. They had to remove the serpent’s head. They had to remove everyone involved with the plot at once. There had to be a way to accomplish that, but Andreus couldn’t see the moves he needed to make. He bet Carys would.

He had to find her.

He turned toward Graylem. “You said you followed my sister after the night the lights went dark. How often did you trail her?”

“Whenever I was not assigned to duty at the palace entrance or at one of the gates,” Graylem said.

“She’s not in her rooms or anywhere in the palace that I have looked. Do you have any idea of where else she might be? A place you followed her to that seemed unusual to you?” Andreus asked.

Graylem frowned and looked into the fire. Finally, he said, “I don’t know if it’s unusual, but there is a room on the next floor she visited several times. I hid in the staircase nearby, and the first time she went there I saw you . . .”

“The nursery!” He should have thought of the hidden room behind the tapestry that led to tunnels beneath the palace. If Carys wanted to stay out of sight, she would go where no one else in the palace would think to look for her—somewhere none of them knew existed, save him.

“We will draw notice if all of us go to the nursery together. Graylem, I think the two of you should leave here first. Make it look like you are heading to another part of the palace then use the servants’ stairs to reach the nursery. I’ll meet you there.”

As Graylem and Max headed out the door, Andreus heard Max yell something about going to the kitchens for a snack. When the door closed behind them, Andreus paced the room, trying not to think about the hate he saw in his sister’s eyes. When enough time had passed for Max and Graylem to have gotten downstairs and then doubled back, Andreus strode toward the door and headed to the third floor.

He passed the doors to Micah’s rooms and continued down the hall toward the nursery where he and his sister had spent so much of their childhood. Their nurse had always marveled at how inseparable he and Carys had been. She said twins were like two sides of the same mirror—reflections of the same heart and soul. He had shown Carys the worst of their hearts during the Trials of Virtuous Succession. Now, their very lives depended on him showing her the best.

“No one’s here,” Max said as Andreus stepped inside.

Graylem stood next to Max, holding a flickering candle. “Perhaps I was wrong about where she went during the Trials.”

“No, Carys has most certainly been here.” Andreus walked toward the two-hundred-year-old wall hanging that stretched from the ceiling to the floor and covered almost three quarters of the wall on the far side of the room. He pulled aside the tapestry to reveal the door he had discovered years ago. As a child, he had pried one of the iron masonry nails that fixed the corners of the mountain scene out of the wall in order to hide from his sister. That moment had changed their life.

“A secret door!” Max danced next to him.

Andreus pressed his ear against the door and held his breath. Not a sound. “There’s a small room beyond this door and a ladder that leads to a series of tunnels.”

He took the candle from Graylem, pulled open the door, and shone the light inside the small room. There was a rickety table sitting just inside the entrance. The oil lamp that had sat on it only weeks before—the last time he and Carys came to this place—was gone, and the rug had been rolled up and the trapdoor raised revealing the ladder that led several stories down to the tunnels beneath the Palace of Winds.

As he put his feet on the iron rungs and started the downward climb, he thought of the times he had brought his sister here to try and shake her dependence on the Tears of Midnight. She had wept and sweated and screamed and shaken until he was scared she would die from the withdrawal and would give in to her craving for just one taste of their mother’s drug.

Those memories had made him certain that emptying the red bottles and forcing his sister to go through the pain of unfulfilled need would tip the balance of the Trials of Virtuous Succession in his favor.

His leg was stiff, but he had climbed the rungs hundreds of times before and quickly made his way down as Max scurried along, surefooted, like one of the stable chipmunks, with Graylem bringing up the rear. The tunnels must have been carved into the base of the plateau when the palace was built. His father hadn’t ever shown an awareness of them. No one in the palace had, which had made it the perfect place for him and his sister to practice archery and throwing knives when they were children. It was the perfect location for Carys to ensure her safety now.

“Do the tunnels go somewhere outside of the Palace of Winds?” Max asked as he jumped off the ladder onto the dirt-packed floor.

Andreus placed a finger to his lips and whispered, “My sister and I searched for an exit for years, but we never found one.”

Holding the candle high in front of him, Andreus walked to the end of the tunnel. He turned the corner and saw the glow of firelight coming from the next passage.

A breeze ruffled his hair and the candle in his hands went dark.

“It’s okay,” Andreus whispered as Max whimpered behind him.

The edge of steel dug into his side as his sister’s voice floated on the dark. “Hello, Andreus. I had a feeling you would find me here. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t follow your lead and claim my crown right now.”

“No!” Max yelled, and bumped against Andreus’s side. “You can’t hurt Prince Andreus. He wants to help you.”

“I see you’ve found other shields in my absence,” Carys said quietly. Andreus was careful not to move. He knew how sharp his sister’s blades were.

“Who is the other one?” his sister asked.

“Guardsman Graylem, Princess Carys,” the guardsman said in a tremulous voice. “You . . . you took my knife.”

“Graylem helped save Max when someone threw him over the battlement walls.”

“Someone threw the boy over the wall?” Carys gasped.

“It’s true!” Max shouted. “It was the doom.”

Andreus took a deep breath. “I know I did things . . .” There was so much he had to say. “You have no reason to trust me. But there are dangers here inside the palace. Enemies are ready to strike, and I need your help to stop them. Please, Carys. You have always been able to tell when I’m hiding something. You could always hear it in my voice. You know me. I am not lying now. You have no reason to put your faith in me, but if you want to help everyone in Eden, we need to talk.”

He held his breath. The point of the blade dug into his side.

Then the pressure of the stiletto eased.

Andreus let out a relieved breath. It was a start.

“Walk toward the light,” Carys instructed. “I’ll follow behind the three of you. You thought you killed me once. I’m not going to give you the chance to try again.”

Fair enough.

The light was coming from the part of the tunnels where he and his sister used to practice his guard drills. He turned the corner and stopped dead in his tracks as he spotted a fire crackling in the middle of the open space and the two people standing behind it with their bows drawn and pointed at him.

He recognized them both. The Trade Master who had stood on Carys’s platform and danced with her at the ball held one bow. Larkin, the daughter of the tailor who they had played with when they were children, clutched the other.

Carys stepped around all of them and slowly walked to the fire to stand beside her friends. “You said there was a danger you wanted to warn me about. This would be the time.”

While pacing his rooms and climbing down the ladder to the tunnels, Andreus had considered what to say. Now the explanations about his mother’s plot to assassinate their father and the trap sprung by Elder Ulrich faded from his mind. Only two precious words remained. “I’m sorry.”

His sister didn’t move. Her eyes were hidden in shadows. If he could see them, he might know what she needed to hear. But maybe it was better this way.

Shame washed over him. He swallowed the knot tightening his throat as he thought of what he had done and what he had thrown away. “Words will never be able to fix what I broke between us. You helped me keep my secret even though doing so often meant pain for you. You stayed by my side through everything. Even when no one thought you were nearby, I always knew you were there.”

In an alcove on the battlements when he was working on the windmills.

Appearing to be lounging under a tree near the practice fields, eyes alert.

In the North Tower, face-first against the wall as the whip cracked against her flesh.

Two sides of the same mirror. Only Carys never had a chance to see what her reflection looked like. She had been too busy watching his.

He wasn’t sure if he would have done the same for her. She had never had the chance to make that kind of request. His secret had tied her to him, and he had taken that for granted. Maybe the only way forward now was to cut that cord and set her free.

Andreus dropped to a knee beside Max and turned the boy to face him. “Max, your family didn’t want you to live with them when they realized you sometimes struggled to breathe.”

“Mum said I was cursed by the devils.” Max’s voice was tight. His chin lifted as if daring anyone to think he might cry. “They said they’d all be cursed if I stayed with them. Even my sister.”

“My sister, Carys, never said that. She told me she would love me no matter what.” He looked up at Carys. His chest tightened—this time from a curse of his own making. “You see, I’m cursed, too. I have an illness that attacks my heart and makes it impossible to breathe.”

Max’s eyes widened. From the other side of the fire, Andreus heard Larkin gasp.

“You didn’t tell them.”

Carys shook her head, and Andreus closed his eyes. Even after all he had done, she had kept her promise to guard his secret.

“Carys helped me keep my secret. The old seer predicted that when the two of us were born one would be cursed and that child would need to be destroyed or the kingdom would suffer.”

“There is no curse, Andreus,” Carys said. “Seer Kheldin was a fraud, as was Imogen. The Bastians arranged for her to come to the Palace of Winds and help her family retake the throne they believe is rightfully theirs. She was never in love with you!” Carys hurled the words at him. “She only wanted power.”

“I know,” he said quietly. “I wanted to believe everything she said because then I wouldn’t need you. Everything she said was a lie.” Andreus swallowed. His words hung in the air. “I’ve needed you my whole life, and I didn’t want to need you anymore. I was tired of being tied to you—of having no success that was just my own. And after you killed her, I didn’t want to see the truth because then I would have to admit that nothing about me had changed. That no matter what I did, I would always need you.” He looked up at the ceiling of the tunnel and clenched his jaw to ward off the tears as he admitted, “I still do. More now than ever.”

He pushed aside the regret and forced himself to focus on now. “There is an attack coming by the Bastian army. I don’t know how many or . . .”

“There will be thousands,” Carys said. “We found a camp where the Xhelozi had attacked. One soldier had yet to die. He said they would be coming and they have help from inside the palace. Elder Jacobs . . .”

“No. It’s Elder Ulrich.”

“I traveled to the Village of Night. You did not,” Carys shot back. “I spoke to a seer who told me that Elder Jacobs paid them a visit that none here in the Palace of Winds was informed of. He was the one that requested Imogen be selected as the new Seer of Eden. He is the reason she was here. She had to be working with him.”

Andreus shook his head. “I don’t know why Elder Jacobs went to the Village of Night to pick a new seer.” He thought about the way the dark-braided Elder had been speaking to Oben outside the palace gates before Carys arrived and the way the emaciated woman in the North Tower described the man who poisoned the King’s Guardsmen, and realized he might know. “He might have been helping Mother with her plot to make Micah King. You know how Mother believes in the power of the seers. Mother would want to make certain whoever was assigned to the Palace of Winds would not have the skill to foresee her plan to kill our father and put Micah on the throne.”

“Kill our father? Do you have proof of her plot?” Carys asked.

“She confessed it all to me along with her desire to see me on the throne.”

Elder Jacobs had actively given Andreus advice during the Trials to further that goal and since then had even gone so far as to express that the Queen would never have allowed Carys to take the throne. Then tonight, Elder Jacobs pushed to deny Carys had returned and worked to keep Andreus on the throne. Andreus had no proof, but he was starting to believe that the smooth, snakelike Elder had been a coconspirator with the Queen all along.

“Elder Jacobs is up to something,” Andreus admitted. “But whatever his true motives and loyalties are, I am certain his intent is to keep me on the throne.”

Carys might not like hearing that, but it was the truth as Andreus knew it. “It is Elder Ulrich who is working to give the throne to the Bastians. I heard him say as much tonight atop the battlements just before I addressed the city.”

“I heard him, too, Princess,” Graylem said quietly.

“Elder Ulrich was the one who told us we needed to be in the Hall of Virtues after Mother rejected her claim to the throne.” Carys frowned as if trying to remember every word he spoke and every inflection in his voice. “He was the one that pressed Elder Cestrum to restart the Trials today.”

“And Imogen was the one who made sure the throne was not given to Garret, and revealed the need for the contest between us. The Trials made certain the entire city was focused on us, instead of on questioning why and how our father and brother were killed.” And he had fallen for the ploy because he had loved Imogen.

Carys cocked her head to the side and frowned. “And with the final Trial happening tomorrow night, we will once again be following whatever plan the Council has for us. Meanwhile, the rest of the city will be focused on watching to see who wins the crown. No one will be paying attention to what is happening outside the walls.”

“No one will see the Bastian army coming until it is too late to stop them,” Andreus said, finishing his sister’s thought.

The fire popped and crackled.

“So what are we going to do?” Max asked. “We can’t just let an army take over Garden City.”

“We aren’t going to let them, Max,” Andreus said, looking at his sister. “But we will need to work together in order to stop it. I cut the power to the orb so Elder Ulrich won’t be able to use it to signal the Bastians, but if he doesn’t find a Master to repair it, he’ll find another way to put the final phase of his plan into motion. Thanks to Graylem, we know at least part of that plan.”

Quickly, the young guardsman explained what he had already told Andreus about the guards at the gate.

“They have more guards than you can identify.” Carys looked at Graylem, who nodded. “Which means there is no way to eliminate everyone involved before tomorrow night.”

“We could try to warn the other Elders about the Bastian army,” Andreus said. “But without proof . . .”

“They will question Elder Ulrich and no doubt warn whoever is plotting with him. That won’t work.” Carys sheathed her stilettos and paced. “If we are going to stop them, we need them to think their plan is unfolding as they wish. We need the Trials to start as scheduled so they believe we are distracted. That’s when we’ll strike.”

“You have an idea of how to get around us participating in the Trials?” Andreus asked.

“No.” His sister smiled. “But if the trial takes place in the city, I think I have an idea of how to use Elder Ulrich’s own plan against him. We are going to need a lot of luck and some extra help if it is going to work. Right now, there are only the five of us.”

“Six,” Max said loudly. “I can help. No one really pays attention to kids unless they have to.”

“Max followed Garret for me during the Trials and was never spotted,” Andreus assured Carys.

“And there are several who entered the guard with me that I can vouch for,” Graylem said. “If we are going to eliminate the traitors manning the southern gates, there will be a need for extra swords.”

“My father and his friends will give aid,” Larkin offered. “They aren’t trained guards, but they will fight.”

“Even if we remove the traitors inside our walls, everyone inside the city might be called upon to fight,” Carys said.

“They will,” Andreus assured her. “The people are scared, but they are proud of Garden City and their lives. They’ll fight for them if need be. But they won’t be able to hold off the Bastian army if they get inside the gates.”

“If we do this right,” Carys said, “they won’t need to. We will lead the guards Graylem trusts to eliminate the traitors manning the gates. Once they have taken over the duties of those men, Andreus and I will remove Elder Ulrich from Eden before he has a chance to signal the Bastians to attack. With the Xhelozi roaming the countryside, the army won’t be able to hold their position for long. A smart leader will understand something has gone wrong and retreat.”

“And if he doesn’t,” Andreus said, “he will reach the gates expecting them to open for him and realize that Garden City will not allow him entry without a fight.”

“But how are you going to know if the Trial will work for what we have planned?” Larkin asked.

Carys looked at Errik then down at her hands before saying, “I think I know a way.”

At the same time, Andreus stepped forward and said, “Leave that to me.”
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“You?” Carys asked.

Andreus nodded and gave her the smile she knew was designed to charm. How many women had he enticed into his bed with that grin? How many promises had he made that he always intended to break?

Carys shook her head as Andreus said, “Elder Jacobs wants me to win the Trials. During the Trials, he gave me advice on how best to win the temperance challenge. Since I took the throne, he has been working to gain my trust and help me secure my position. He even went so far as to recommend that I marry an Adderton princess as Father had once agreed to do in order to end the war and bring peace to Eden.”

“Whoever is working with my uncle to retake the Throne of Light for the Bastians wouldn’t want to end the war,” Errik said, stepping next to her.

Carys turned. “We don’t know that Andreus is telling the truth.” She turned back to face her brother. “And even if you are correct about Elder Jacobs, how do you expect me to trust you to alter the Trials to benefit the kingdom instead of yourself?”

“Because I’m not going to win the Trials of Virtuous Succession this time.” Her twin’s dark eyes met hers. “You are.”

The words rang loud and true in the dirt-packed corridor. Andreus once again sounded like the brother who she had loved and protected before everything had changed.

She stepped back—away from the pull of emotion that bound them together. Trusting him would be a mistake. She had made that error before. She could not afford to make it again.

Will you forgive? She heard Kiara’s words in her head.

No. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

“You don’t believe me. I don’t blame you.” Andreus sighed as he ran a hand through his dark hair. “Carys, the last time we faced the Trials of Virtuous Succession, you told me we could control our own fate by working together. I cared about wearing the crown then. I thought I needed it to prove that I could stand on my own. I was wrong.” Tears shimmered in his eyes. He blinked them away and straightened his shoulders. “I can’t change the past, but I can set things right from here forward. Elder Jacobs saw how much I wanted the throne before. He won’t question my words when I tell him I want it just as badly now. If I tell him I have a plan to win the Trials, he will listen. More important, I believe he will do whatever it takes to make sure the Council listens. And he will report back to me when the final plans for the trial are decided.”

If she could believe Andreus, her brother’s plan made as much sense as the one Carys intended to embark upon. Maybe more. And yet . . .

“How can you be certain Elder Jacobs will continue to support you?” Carys asked. “Or do you believe he chose your side because of your wit and charm?”

She saw her brother’s hesitation, and the doubt wedged deep in her heart grew. “You can’t expect me to trust what I don’t . . .”

“Mother,” Andreus snapped. “Elder Jacobs has told me he is working with Mother. He’s supporting me because our mother does not want you to sit on the throne.”

And in those words, Carys once again heard the ring of truth.

Carys closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The whispers inside her head grew at the thought of the woman who had from the first insisted that Andreus must be protected at all cost. That it was Carys’s responsibility—to keep him safe even if it meant putting herself in harm’s way. The woman who put the Tears of Midnight in her hand and encouraged her to stay under the drug’s thrall.

“Carys, I . . .”

“It’s fine.” She shook away the whispers and opened her eyes. “You have always been the one mother preferred.”

“Which is why it will be doubly rewarding when she has to watch you sit the throne,” Andreus said. “Trust me, Carys. I can make Elder Jacobs push for the type of trial we need to take Elder Ulrich and the Bastians down.”

Andreus had already shown willingness to do what was necessary to win the Trials. If Elder Jacobs was on his side, Carys didn’t doubt the man would aid her brother now.

Could she trust him not to betray her again?

Doubt swirled and a single whisper echoed in her mind.

Will you forgive? Seeress Kiara had asked.

I don’t know, Carys thought. But she could try.

“Go to Elder Jacobs now, before the Council of Elders have a chance to finalize their plan, and see if you can get him to push for the trial to be outside,” Carys said before she changed her mind. “Graylem, pick a handful of the most skilled and loyal-to-the-crown guards to aid us. Larkin . . .”

“I will go talk to my father,” her friend answered. “Then I will return to work on our disguises. Max,” she said with a smile, “I could use some help carrying the things I need. And maybe some extra food for all of us.”

Max smiled like the sun.

Graylem bowed. He and Larkin headed down the corridor with Max skipping ahead.

“I won’t fail you, Carys,” Andreus said quietly before turning to follow them. “Not this time.”

She wished she believed him as he faded into the shadows.

“Do you want me to follow Andreus?” Errik asked, stepping to her side.

Her mind said yes. Instead, she answered with her heart. “No. If this plan is going to work, I have to trust him.” She walked closer to the fire Larkin had built to chase away the cold and the darkness. “I thought I knew how I would feel when I saw Andreus again, and I’m still angry and hurt. But—”

“He’s still your brother.”

She nodded. “It was easier to push that to the side when I didn’t have to face him. But just because I still feel connected to him doesn’t mean that I trust him.”

“Which is why you didn’t tell him about your ability to call the winds and why you didn’t mention the part of your plan that you are going to ask me to participate in now.”

She should have known he would guess what she was thinking. Slowly, she turned and reached for Errik’s hand. “I still hadn’t decided if I was going to ask you. With the Xhelozi roaming in the dark and no way to know where the Bastians have set up camp . . .”

“You need to learn how close the army is and find out when they plan on attacking. As a member of the Bastians, there is a chance I can get close enough to discover the information you require.”

“And if your uncle learns of your presence?”

“He will either consider me an ally and welcome me with open arms or realize I am a spy and have me killed on the spot.”

She shook her head. “We are almost certain the attack will come tomorrow night. You don’t need . . .”

Errik gently touched her arm. “We both know you cannot make choices based on what you might personally want. You aren’t just Carys now. You are the Princess of Eden, and you have to keep your kingdom safe.”

She had never been just Carys.

Sister.

Shield.

Princess.

Now would-be Queen.

Errik stepped closer to her until there was almost no space between them. “The Bastian army is assembling now,” he said quietly. “We know they are going to attack with the intent of putting a new King on the Throne of Light. If my uncle has his way, he will celebrate your death. I would rather die at the hands of my uncle or in a fight with the Xhelozi than live knowing I could have done something to prevent that from happening.”

She placed a hand on his chest. Beneath her fingers, his heart beat strong and true. “If anyone can get to the Adderton camp and learn what their plans are without raising alarm, you can. If you ride out tonight, you can find the army and return before the Trials restart.” Before Elder Ulrich had the chance to call forward the Bastian army.

Carys wound her fingers through his and squeezed tight as the wind whispered in her mind. Between the Xhelozi and the Bastians, the danger was great. He could fall, and she would never know how.

They could succeed without the information he could glean. But with it, they had a better chance of victory.

“You are not a subject of Eden,” Carys said, looking down at the fire. “I can’t order you to leave these tunnels.”

“No, I am not a subject of Eden,” Errik said. His fingers brushed her cheek and gently turned her face toward his. When his eyes looked into hers, he said, “But I am in love with its Queen.”

Love. Her stomach jumped. She shook her head, knowing if she answered with what was in her heart, she would never let him go. So she put those words that she could not speak into her eyes and hoped he understood them as she said the only thing she could. “I’m not Queen. Not yet.”

Errik smiled. “You have fought for people you have never met. You have run toward danger when you would rather flee and you are willing to sacrifice your own heart to see that others keep beating. A crown only bestows a title. It cannot change who and what you are.” He leaned close. His lips gently brushed over hers, and tears lodged deep in her throat and stung her eyes. She wanted to hold him. Instead, when their lips parted, she stepped away.

“Be careful,” she warned.

Errik picked up a small pack, a bow and quiver, then turned toward her. In the firelight, his olive skin glowed. She memorized the set of his strong jaw and the way his dark hair fell across his forehead. Then he smiled. “Don’t misplace your stilettos until I return.”

His smile still bright in her mind, Carys watched him disappear down the corridor heading to the secret entrance that allowed them to flee from these tunnels just weeks ago. Then he was gone. The whispers in her head grew stronger. She paced the corridors and tried to ignore that the one method she had of safely controlling the winds had left her side.

The walls grew thicker and taller with every minute that passed as she thought of Errik, the Bastians, and the Xhelozi. Of the brother who she remembered during the Trials and the one who had faced her tonight. Of the mother who had enlisted her in protecting Andreus and preferred that he become King.

The wind whispered as she thought of Errik riding through the dark and things that could not be. And when the others returned, she pushed those thoughts to the side as she prepared for whatever tomorrow would bring.

Errik had yet to return.

The sky was clear and the air crisp as Carys stepped through the arching entrance of the palace in the last light of day. Music and sounds of celebration echoed from the city below. High above, the windmills were still. All around her, members of the court fell silent as they spotted her moving toward the platforms of blue and yellow that had been placed at the very top of the glistening white stone steps.

She looked behind her as she had dozens of times since leaving the tunnels—hoping Errik would appear. He might still be roaming the countryside, looking for the army. He might have lost his horse and been unable to ride. Or he could be dead.

Fear tugged at her heart. The wind whispered inside her head and she forced herself to take a deep breath and remain calm.

She looked up at the battlements, at the giant scoring board that the Council had created for the original Trials of Virtuous Succession. Once again it had been affixed to the exterior of the palace walls. An equal number of blue and yellow pegs marched across the board—blue for her, yellow for Andreus—providing a visual reminder to everyone in the city that the last trial would be the end of this exercise. The return of the scoring board would help build the excitement. It would have guaranteed that everyone in Garden City was talking of nothing else today. And tonight, everyone would be watching Andreus and Carys to see who would win the crown. Even the guards not part of Elder Ulrich’s scheme would find it hard to concentrate on their duties.

Carys looked past the exterior city walls to the land to the south and the forest beyond. Was the army out there now? Had Errik fallen to them because he had the misfortune to entwine his life with hers? If so, how many more would die before the night was over? And would she be seated upon on the Throne of Light when the sun rose again?

Pink and purple streaked the sky as she waited for her brother to appear. He had returned to the tunnels last night, long after Max had curled up next to the fire on a pile of fabric scraps and fallen asleep.

“The Trials will take place in the city,” Andreus said. “The Council is still working out the final details. I’ll try to find out more from Elder Jacobs and get word to you before the Trials start.”

But Carys hadn’t seen Andreus since then and he had not sent Graylem or Max with word. She just had to hope that her agreement to work with her brother was not a terrible mistake.

The wind whispered, mixing with her anxiety as the seven members of the Council of Elders filed through the gossiping court. Several of the Elders spotted her standing to the side and nodded. Elder Jacobs’s face was calm as he twisted his long dark braid and spoke intently with Elder Ulrich. The one-eyed Elder’s hands were folded in front of him as he listened to whatever point Elder Jacobs was pressing. A small smile played on his lips as he looked over at Carys and nodded.

“Are you ready, Princess?”

Carys whirled and Elder Cestrum gave a ghost of a smile.

“I apologize for startling you. I looked for you yesterday after your dramatic entrance, but you disappeared, almost as if by magic.”

Magic. He knew about her powers. Garret must have told him what he suspected, and yesterday she confirmed her talent.

“I went to bed early,” Carys said, feigning calm. “I wanted to make sure I was rested for whatever it is you have arranged for us today.”

Elder Cestrum nodded and looked toward where the other Elders stood. “Many had strong opinions about what tasks you should perform. It seems your brother has made many friends in the Council in your absence.”

Carys smiled. “My brother has always been charming.”

“And you have always been the prickly one.” Elder Cestrum smiled back. “Your father was proud of your strength.”

“My father had me beaten for it.”

“Did he?” Elder Cestrum asked. “Or did he follow the advice of one he trusted.”

Carys went still.

“After all, you should know more than anyone what lengths a person will go to for someone they love.”

He was just planting seeds of worry, she told herself. He was trying to make her doubt so that he could convince her to share the throne with Garret. She knew what Elder Cestrum wanted, and she wasn’t about to let him unsettle her. There was too much at stake for her to lose focus.

“Your brother has a lot of friends on his side. You would do well to make your own friends. There is still time before the trial starts. But you would have to hurry.”

“I’m afraid I’m not very good at friendships,” Carys answered.

“I told my nephew that more than once. But he refused to believe me.” His eyes narrowed. “Have you seen Lord Garret recently?”

She considered her options and decided on the truth. “Last I saw him, Garret was fighting Captain Monteros at the Village of Night. The captain you thought loyal to you was bought by another.”

She waited for shock to widen the Elder’s eyes. Instead, there was a gleam of delight. He knew that Captain Monteros betrayed Garret, and he approved.

“You set up your own nephew?” she asked. “Why?”

Elder Cestrum stroked his beard and looked up at the once purple-and-pink sky that was quickly fading to gray. Darkness was coming. “It is always smart to make friends who can help you gain what you seek. I make it my goal to secure the friendship of many. It is the only way to guarantee that even when a loss is suffered, I still win.”

Fear flared. Of all the Elders, the Chief of the Council was the one whose motivations she had been certain of. Garret said his uncle wanted the power that came with the throne. She had assumed that meant Elder Cestrum had not been working with Elder Ulrich and the Bastians. But what if she was wrong.

“Your nephew would want us to be friends . . .”

Trumpets sounded. The music from the city disappeared. Carys turned as Andreus walked through the gates. The court stopped chattering.

In the quiet, Elder Cestrum whispered, “It is a shame that my nephew will have to live with disappointment. Good luck, Princess. Considering who your brother is and who he is working with, you will need it.” He turned toward the Council and announced, “It is time for the final Trial of Virtuous Succession to begin.”
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Striding through the palace courtyard, Andreus pulled the white-and-yellow-striped cloak Max had delivered to him not long ago tight around his shoulders. The cloak was edged with the shimmer of silver and lined with snow rabbit fur. He stopped under the arching entrance of the palace and searched the crowd for his sister. He spotted her standing next to the Chief Elder, wearing a cloak of similar design, only in her colors of blue and white. Against the darkening sky, the cloak stood out like a beacon. Just as it was intended to do. Larkin was skilled and very clever. He would owe her a debt beyond gratitude for both if tonight was successful.

Trumpets sounded.

Elder Cestrum strode toward the other Elders. Andreus’s sister followed the Chief Elder’s movements. Then she turned and strode toward the blue and yellow platforms.

All eyes shifted to Andreus as he stepped through the archway and onto the steps where his father and brother had once lain in death. Killed by those who wanted the crown that he once again was supposed to compete for.

The trumpets sang again as his sister and he stepped onto their designated podiums. Carys looked straight ahead, never glancing his way. Never hinting that they had agreed to work together.

Elder Cestrum strode to the front of the steps to speak to the crowd that had, despite the cold, assembled below. Almost all were waving or wearing banners of blue. As they should, Andreus thought. His sister would make a strong and fair Queen. He would stand by her as she ruled just as she had stood by him all these years. She hated him now. He hated himself. But maybe if they survived the night, he would find some way to balance the scales between them. Maybe one day he could again earn the trust he had taken for granted.

But first they had to make sure there were more days beyond this one and a throne for Carys to sit upon. He’d been careful when talking to Elder Jacobs last night. With Max and Graylem’s ability to move throughout the palace with little notice, Andreus was able to learn the Elder had left the Hall of Virtues and paid a visit to the Queen. Andreus waited on the stairs until he heard the Elder leave and then made it appear as if the meeting was by accident. Then he used the skills that he had learned from the ladies of the castle—only instead of being the predator, he pretended to be the prey. He’d feigned frustration at seeing the Elder and spun on his heel to leave only to have the Elder call his name and beg him to wait. From there it was easy. Elder Jacobs apologized for the new trial. He assured Andreus that the majority of the Council was interested in keeping Andreus as King. When Andreus lamented how his sister’s appearance had ruined his chance to prove himself in front of the people of Garden City and earn back their support, Elder Jacobs was quick to point out that a public trial would provide another opportunity.

He couldn’t appear too eager or ask too many questions and he was careful not to make suggestions. But he could see the gleam in Elder Jacobs’s eyes.

When Elder Jacobs came to his quarters hours later, it was to tell Andreus that the Trials would take place in the city streets that his sister would struggle to navigate, and to suggest Andreus prepare to move as quickly through the city as he could.

“As you all know,” Elder Cestrum announced, “the Princess Carys has returned to us and the claim to the throne is again in doubt. So tonight, we will once and for all determine which of these two successors becomes your King or Queen.”

A cheer went up from the crowd assembled at the base of the steps. Anticipation shimmered in the cold air.

Elder Cestrum continued, “Charity and Chastity are two virtues that all rulers must have to wear the crown and today Princess Carys and Prince Andreus will show their dedication to these virtues by journeying to the seven shrines throughout the city.”

Andreus smiled. Elder Jacobs had delivered the trial he had promised.

Elder Ulrich moved to the front of the cluster of Council members and looked up at the still-darkening sky.

“We have seven offerings for each of our successors to be delivered in the order of Charity, Chastity, Patience, Endurance, Humility, Temperance, and Strength. A signal representing Princess Carys or Prince Andreus will be launched into the sky after each offering is made. The one who makes it to the altars and then reaches the Hall of Virtues will not only win this challenge, they will win the crown.”

And take down those who wished to steal their throne.

“But first,” Elder Ulrich called, and stepped next to Elder Cestrum, “I believe it would be fitting if both the Prince and Princess address everyone assembled here. After so much that has happened, I am sure they have feelings they would like the opportunity to express.”

Elder Ulrich’s eyes flicked to the land beyond the walls even as he smiled his acknowledgment of the people’s cheers of agreement.

“Prince Andreus? Would you like to start?”

The Elder was stalling. His forces could not attack until they were under the cover of darkness, and twilight was still upon them.

Andreus looked at his sister and then down at the hushed crowd below. He needed to be brief, but there was something he very much wanted to say. “Yesterday I regained my sister and lost a crown. I have no regrets. The Trials have not always been easy. I have learned a great deal about myself, but I believe I have learned even more about my sister. As have you. Princess Carys has shown her strength. She had demonstrated that she is loyal. And by returning to this city after being betrayed by someone she loves—by me—she has demonstrated that she is both resilient and brave. Tonight we shall compete for the throne, and tomorrow, no matter who wears the crown, I will be honored to stand by her side.”

Approval roared from the crowd below.

He looked at his sister and saw the glint of tears in her eyes before she stepped forward.

His sister held her chin high. Her cloak fluttered. When everyone fell silent, she said, “I, too, have learned a great deal about myself and my brother during these Trials. I have learned that just because we live in a palace doesn’t mean we are much different from you. We celebrate our triumphs, we weep when we despair, and when people threaten what is ours, we fight. Tonight my brother and I will continue that fight and we do it for you. Members of the Council, we are ready for the final Trial of Virtuous Succession to begin.”

Carys’s message was clear. No more speeches. No more stalling. The time to fight for their kingdom had come.

Elder Cestrum smiled. “Very well,” he called over the shouts from below. “The trial will start when the trumpets blow.”

One of the Council of Elders’ pages handed a yellow satchel to Andreus. When he looked at Carys she was holding one of blue. Inside were seven wrapped packages marked with the symbols of the virtues that the contest dictated be delivered to the shrines.

Banners waved.

The crowd murmured with anticipation.

Elder Ulrich smiled at Carys and said something to her as Elder Jacobs approached Andreus, blocking his view.

“I have arranged for difficulties to befall your sister during this trial.”

Andreus shook his head. “If the people think I cheated . . .”

“The people don’t matter. If you love your sister, you must regain the throne.” Elder Jacobs grabbed Andreus’s arm and held tight. “Don’t you understand yet? The Queen and her chamberlain will never let Princess Carys wear the crown. If she wins, she will die.”

“There is nothing they can do.”

“If you don’t know different by now you are a fool,” Elder Jacobs hissed. “People will do what they must to guard their secrets and gain the power or revenge they seek. If you want your sister to live, you must triumph. Her life is in your hands.”

The trumpets sounded.

The Elder turned and hurried off.

“Wait,” Andreus yelled, but Elder Jacobs didn’t turn back. And there was no time to chase him.

If she wins, she will die.

Carys turned. Her eyes were clear. Her shoulders straight. Her white hair and pale eyes gleamed in the dim light before she lifted the hood of her cloak and settled it on her head.

His heart beat fast as he studied the streets that were getting darker by the moment as the sixth and final trial began. He started down the steps, side by side with Carys, Elder Jacobs’s words trailing him.

He couldn’t get those words out of his head.

He had promised Carys that she would rule. But if Elder Jacobs was right, she might never have the chance.

Andreus looked over his shoulder at the palace and those assembled on the landing above. Elder Jacobs nodded to him from the side of the stairs. Elder Ulrich’s pale scalp caught the moonlight and appeared almost to glow as he turned and headed back toward the palace gates.

The final trial had begun, and Andreus had to move.

He pulled up his hood and continued after his sister. Her blue-and-white cloak billowed behind her. The sky was still a pale gray as he navigated the steps to the city below. His leg ached, but it would not slow him down.

“Carys,” he called as she raced in front of him.

She didn’t turn.

“Carys!”

The cheering of the crowd was too loud for his words to reach her. Clutching the yellow bag in his hands, he forced himself to go faster. He had to warn his sister of Elder Jacobs’s plan to slow her down before she headed into the city streets.

His sister paused near the bottom as she searched for Larkin. The seamstress was supposed to be standing under a banner of blue. But there were dozens of banners supporting Carys, which made it hard to tell them all apart.

There. He spotted the tailor, Goodman Marcus, waving a blue banner edged in white and there was Larkin standing beside him wearing a dark cloak with the hood pulled high on her head. A banner of yellow waved not far from her and while the banner bearer was in the shadows, Andreus knew Graylem was beneath it. The faithful guard met his eyes, nodded, and then disappeared into the crowd. When Andreus looked back to the blue-and-white banner, he saw it was now gone, too.

Their allies had moved into position. Now it was their turn.

“Carys!” he yelled above the cheers, and was relieved when Carys paused and looked back at him.

He reached her side, and they stepped onto the cobblestone in tandem. “Be careful. Elder Jacobs does not trust me to win on my own.”

“What do you mean?”

“He means to delay you so that I will win,” Andreus shouted over the din. People pressed close waving and shouting encouragements.

“How?”

“He didn’t say.”

He could see her weighing his words. Doubting them because of all he had done. Finally, she nodded and the doubt in her face cleared. “I’ll be careful. We will all need to be careful until it is done.”

Tonight, above all nights, the two of them needed to be the team they had been since they were born.

“Are you ready?” she asked as they pushed through the crowd toward the street.

Andreus took a deep breath, pushed Elder Jacobs’s words from his mind, and nodded. “Let’s go.”

Andreus grabbed a torch and followed his sister through the exuberant crowd to the south side of the square. People on both sides of the street shouted their names in the middle of the cold night. Somewhere from the darkness Andreus heard music. The city was celebrating. Those not near a shrine would look to the skies for signs of who was leading in the Trials. Few would be paying attention to what was happening on the streets or on the walls. Elder Ulrich would be pleased—but not for long.

They wove their way through the crowd to the south and headed down the city street. The first shrine they were instructed to visit was the Shrine of Charity located to the southeast—the closest of all the structures that had been erected to honor the seven virtues and as a place to plead for the winds to blow strong in the city.

Andreus rarely paid attention to the shrines when he was in the city, but he did know the city streets from his work with the lights on the walls almost as well as he knew the hallways in the Palace of Winds, so he took the lead as they ran to their first stop.

“Princess Carys! This way is faster!”

“We love you!”

“Let the Princess win.”

Andreus glanced back at his sister to see if she had heard the cheers. Her head was high. Her eyes focused. There was no pleasure or satisfaction on her face at the calls of admiration and love. Instead, he saw the same steely expression she always wore when faced with a difficult challenge.

Finally, he spotted the glow from the torches and the shadow of the large tree that stood like a guardian at the entrance to the first shrine. He slid on the icy cobblestone, but kept on his feet as the crowd cheered his arrival and that of his sister, who was right on his heels.

The stone table of the shrine was carved from a slick, white stone. It was several lengths long and decorated with etchings of hands stretched out in kindness. A smaller version of the Tree of Virtues that stood in the center of Garden City grew behind the altar—sheltering it. A large stone bowl was carved into the center of the table. Wavy lines were etched on the sides and into the center of the bowl.

He glanced around at the people assembled nearby, searching for any sign of the traps that Elder Jacobs had spoken of. Seeing nothing obvious, he reached into the yellow bag and pulled out a small burlap sack tied with twine. He placed the small sack in the bowl, then tipped his torch to the offering hoping for once the Gods were listening. The small package began to smoke then all at once burst into flames—the offering to the Virtue of Charity would be complete when the flame in the bowl extinguished.

Everyone held their breaths as the last of the flame flickered and died. A streak of yellow sparks shot high into the air, signaling his completion of this part of his task. The crowd shouted anew as he handed the torch to his sister and hurried around the courtyard to the next street, stopping to listen to the cheers.

His sister was just touching her torch to the offering as he heard the call of “Long live the King” coming from his right. He watched his sister step away from the shrine, and waited for her to head down a different street toward the sound of a faint cheer of “Long live the Queen” before he turned and started to run.

Blue sparks lit the sky as he hurried down the street. A few well-meaning youths chased him, but when he turned down another narrow block where the call for the King came again, there was darkness. He reached under his cloak and drew his sword as he scanned the night. Snow and ice crunched under his feet. Each breath seared his lungs and was released like smoke as he crept along the alleyway.

“Prince Andreus!”

He turned and smiled as Graylem and a dozen guards he had recruited stepped out of the shadows. They looked younger than he did, but their faces were etched with resolve. They would need it soon, he thought as he unhooked his yellow-and-white cloak and swapped it for the black cloak that Graylem handed him. He slung it over his shoulders and studied the lanky, dark-haired guard who now wore the one that marked him as a prince. It was a ploy inspired by his foray to the North Tower disguised as Graylem. Somewhere in the darkness, Carys was swapping her cloak with Larkin.

“I always wanted to know what it feels like to be royalty,” the guard said with a smile.

“It will feel like people are watching you,” Andreus said, passing over the yellow bag. “Keep your hood up and when possible stay in the shadows.” As long as no one had reason to believe differently, everyone would assume he and Carys were participating in the Trials. And once they were done removing the traitors from Eden, they would switch back with no one the wiser.

He hoped.

Graylem handed him a bow and quiver. He slung both over his shoulder and raised the hood of his black cloak over his head as the guard pretending to be him headed off to complete the Trials. When the yellow-and-white cloak disappeared into the darkness, Andreus looked at the others and said, “Let’s go.”

He could still hear cheers and music in the distance as he crept through the darkness with his sword in his hand. Graylem moved at his side. The wind-powered lights atop the walls grew brighter the closer they got to the southern gates. Finally, he spotted someone in a black cloak coming out of the shadows.

Carys pushed back her hood and stepped into the moonlight as a blue streak lit up the sky. Behind her, several men holding bows appeared—merchants who had been recruited by Larkin’s father—ready to do battle for their city.

Andreus frowned and looked up at blue sparks bright overhead. “Larkin moves quickly. We will need to be faster. Did you warn her?”

“Goodman Marcus and several of his friends stayed with her instead of coming with us. They’ll guard her back from Elder Jacobs and his traps until she returns to the palace steps.”

Good. He hated to lose fighting men, but they had to cover all their bases. “Then let’s go.”

Graylem quietly gave out orders. They split up into two groups, Graylem leading one from the right with Andreus and Carys fronting the one that would approach the first gate from the left. Graylem would give the signal and the two sides would move in to eliminate Elder Ulrich’s guards. Their own men were wearing bands of blue and yellow on their arms so none were mistaken for foe.

Yellow sparks filled the sky. His double had made it to the second shrine and was now on his way to the third. Time was ticking away. His heart beat hard as he stood with his back to a stone wall around the corner from the gate.

A whistle pierced the air and he raced around the corner with his sister keeping pace beside him—a bow notched and drawn in her hands. From the other side of the street Graylem and his men raced out of the darkness, swords flashing in the light of the wall.

Andreus slowed as he spotted two guards seated near the gate with their helmets low on their foreheads. From a distance they might look like they were sleeping, but Andreus could see the bloody gashes in their throats and the pool of blood staining the ground.

The guards he had come to the gates to kill were already dead.
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They were dead. The two guards here at the gate. Two others with their throats cut just around the corner. The streaks of blood on the ground next to them had yet to dry.

Someone had killed them and left the gate unmanned. And Carys had no idea why.

Yellow sparks colored the sky.

“The locks on the gate have been broken,” Graylem reported. “And there are two more dead guards in that alcove.”

“We have to check the other gate,” her brother said.

Carys turned to Graylem. “Leave the men you assigned to guard this gate here. The rest of you come with us.”

Blue sparks shined above as they raced through the snow-filled streets to the next gate. It, too, had the chains that locked the lifting mechanism broken. Eight men in the uniforms of Eden were dead.

“I don’t understand,” her brother said.

Graylem squatted down next to each of the dead guards, studying them. His face was sickly white when he admitted, “The men I followed aren’t here. They weren’t among the dead at the other gate, either.”

“Then where are they? And who killed these men?”

“Someone must have learned of the men’s treachery and killed them,” someone offered.

Carys shook her head. “The locking mechanisms are broken. The Bastian army can still gain entry without resistance.”

A set of blue sparks went up. The trial marched on even as they stood here.

Carys looked down at the dead men. “Elder Cestrum spoke to me before the Trial,” she explained. “He said something about making lots of friends so that even when he loses he still wins.”

“I thought he wanted to put Lord Garret on the throne. Do you think Elder Cestrum has thrown his lot in with Elder Ulrich?” Andreus asked.

“I don’t know.” Maybe he had, but she doubted he would give up his ultimate goal and allow the Bastians to win. But he wasn’t one to stand to the side while others were looking to take away his power. “But I know a way to find out.” It was time for the Elders to pay for all they had done.

It took time to decide which guards would stay and which would go with Graylem to the next gate to make sure it was secure.

“Do what you have to in order to keep the gates closed,” Carys said.

“On my word,” Graylem said quietly, “while I am living no one shall pass.”

More sparks flew into the air—once again of gold—as Carys followed her brother through the dark city streets. He led them down narrow alleys and around the backs of stables and taverns. Despite having grown up in the city, she would have been turned around and lost if not for her brother’s sure-footed guidance and the sight of the Palace of Winds growing closer with every step.

Gold streaked across the sky again. Carys stumbled as a knot formed in her chest. “Have you seen blue sparks recently?”

Andreus stopped running and put his hands on his thighs. Breathing hard, he looked up at the sky and shook his head. “The last two have been yellow.”

“Something has to be wrong.” Elder Jacobs had said that he was going to make sure Andreus won. Carys tried to remember how many sets of blue sparks she had seen launched into the sky. Three? Four?

“Larkin will be fine,” Andreus insisted. “Even if Elder Jacobs set a trap, she has her father and his friends to protect her. They won’t let her come to harm.”

Clinging to that thought, she followed her brother toward the Palace of Winds. Even if she knew where to look for her friend, there was no time, she told herself. She had to trust Larkin and those with her to see that she made it through the trial safe.

Still, worry cut deeper with every step. Carys clutched a stiletto tight in one hand and the hood of her cloak with the other as she followed her brother’s lead to a winding path south of the main palace steps that led to the royal stables.

Finally, sparks of blue shimmered above. Relief burst from her lungs and evaporated into smoke in the cold air. Andreus gave her a grim smile as they reached the slope that wound up the plateau to the stables. There they found their palace lookout waiting for them.

“Prince Andreus!” Max called, then clapped a hand over his mouth as he raced toward them. His eyes were wide with excitement and fear. “I followed Elder Ulrich like you told me. After the trial started, he went up to the battlements. Then Elder Cestrum came with two guards and they had one of the Masters of Light with them.”

“Elder Cestrum was there with Elder Ulrich?”

Max nodded. “I heard him say something about Elder Ulrich owing him. I couldn’t hear what Elder Ulrich said to him, but before Elder Cestrum left he said that he wasn’t worried because he always got what he had coming to him.”

“Where are they now, Max?” Andreus asked.

“Elder Ulrich stayed on the battlements. Elder Cestrum went back inside the palace. I would have followed him, but I had to come tell you.”

“You did good,” Andreus said, starting toward the palace. “If Elder Cestrum helped find one of the Masters, I’m betting they are working on reattaching the orb.”

Carys pulled her hood tight around her face as she raced beside her brother and Max. High above, the orb flickered with light, then went dark just as quickly. Fear lodged in her throat. With the locks broken, the Bastian army would not face opposition when they lifted the gates and entered the city.

But the Bastians might not have seen that quick flash of light, she told herself as they ran. There could still be time for them to prevail.

They raced up the steps she had climbed hundreds of times before—Andreus breathing harder and limping a bit more with every step. His face was glistening with sweat when they reached the top.

“Are you okay?” she whispered as they stepped out onto the battlements and looked up at the North Tower where the orb now blazed with light. They were too late.

“I’m fine.”

The raspy sound of his voice told a different story.

“Andreus . . .”

Blue sparked against the black of night. The Trials continued. The orb was shining, and an army could at this very moment be marching toward them.

Carys drew her stilettos and ran across the snow-caked stone beside her brother. His breath was still labored, but he was keeping pace beside her.

The torches inside the stairwell were lit, making the steep stairs easier for Carys to climb, but with every step her brother slowed a bit more. The stress and the cold and the exertion of the night had triggered one of his attacks. If Andreus pushed himself any further, the curse could overtake him. And without his medicine or time to rest, her brother could die.

Fear and anger burrowed deep in her chest. The Elders had taken enough from them. They had taken their family and their trust. They were not going to take her brother’s life.

“Stay here,” she said, drawing her other stiletto.

“No.” He pushed away from the wall and lifted his sword. It was steady in his hand. “We will do this together.”

Before she could object, he pushed the door open and together they raced through.

She heard the footsteps before she saw the guardsman’s blade. Andreus lifted his sword, and steel clanged against steel. Another guardsman raced toward her. He slashed at her with his sword. She ducked, pivoted, and dragged her blade across the back of the guardsman’s calf. His scream rang loud and the guard stumbled to the ground. She didn’t hesitate before plunging her blade into the man’s back. Seconds later, Andreus’s foe fell to his knees onto the cold stone.

Together they turned toward the wide stone pedestal in the center of the tower. Atop the pedestal, the orb shone bright.

She spotted an older man in a gray Masters of Light cloak huddled on the ground on the other side of the tower. Blood streaked his pale cheeks and beard.

“I didn’t have a choice,” the man called.

“Of course, he did.” Elder Ulrich stepped out from behind the wide pedestal. The light from the orb high above glinted off the knife in his hand.

The wind grew louder in her mind as she faced the man who had plotted against her family—had killed her father and brother—had destroyed her mother’s mind and had shattered everything she had believed in. There was no question of his guilt now. No one else would seek to restore the orb’s glow. No one else would have a reason to do so.

Her cloak fluttered.

The windmills creaked.

Inside her head, the wind howled.

Her brother lifted his sword. Carys cocked her stiletto back and Elder Ulrich grinned. “Go ahead and kill me. You overcame death once, Princess.” He shifted the gaze of his one eye onto her brother. “And you, Andreus. You wanted so badly to be King that you fell into Imogen’s hands. Micah had to be convinced, but you were easy. Imogen laughed at how simple you were to seduce. You were so ready to turn on your own sister and so willing to turn the entire kingdom against you all for the promise of a throne and a woman who would never really belong to you.”

Snow started to swirl.

“I was a fool,” Andreus yelled. “But you are a traitor.”

Despite the cold, heat built inside her.

“I am loyal to the true ruler of Eden,” Elder Ulrich called. “The Bastian King is returning, and there is nothing you can do to stop it. The orb has signaled them forward, and when my men finish you won’t see the army coming. Stop fighting me, and I will convince the Bastian King to allow you to live.” He stepped forward. “Elder Cestrum says you are both too stubborn to save yourselves. So filled with your own importance. He doesn’t see that his nephew is the same. That you are all worthless as leaders. You are all like your father.”

Rage bubbled. The wind pulled at Carys’s cloak.

“Micah was even worse,” the Elder taunted.

Her heart pounded. She clenched the stilettos in her fists as the wind howled.

“I was glad to have a part in seeing him dead.”

Carys couldn’t breathe.

Then the Elder lifted his knife and charged.

Andreus raised his sword, but Carys cocked her arm back first and let the stiletto fly. The wind raged. The blade punched into Ulrich’s stomach, lifting him off his feet and then sending him crashing backward into the stone column. His eyes went wide as he slid down the stone pedestal to the ground below. The wind gusted again, angrier than before, and something cracked.

“Carys! Look out!”

Tunnels of air pulled at the pedestal. Bits of stone broke free and crashed to the ground.

“Carys!” Her brother shook her, and she tried to breathe. “Carys!”

She gasped for air and stumbled back as her brother pulled her into the stairway just in time.

For a second, the orb—Eden’s beacon of hope and virtue—seemed to float in the circle of air before it fell on top of Elder Ulrich’s unmoving body and shattered.
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The orb was broken. Elder Ulrich was dead, and his sister . . .

“I couldn’t stay calm,” Carys whispered as they hurried down the steps. She stumbled at the bottom, as if her legs had given out. Andreus steadied her as they stepped out onto the dark battlements. It was then he saw the blood running down her face.

“I-I couldn’t control it,” she stammered as they started across the battlements. The wind was calm again. The windmills no longer churned. The gusts that had appeared as if by magic . . .

Magic. “You . . .”

Andreus pictured her standing with the wind swirling around her. She had been still as death itself as the tunnels of air appeared and lashed out with their power.

The air had attacked. Like in the stories. At the very moment his sister had thrown the stiletto, the wind had struck. Just as it gusted when she appeared on the steps to reveal she was still alive, and swirled again when she vanished from view.

He stopped in his tracks. “You caused the wind?” It seemed impossible. He knew his sister, and yet he could not deny what he saw then and now. “How?” How could he have not seen this part of her? How could she have not shared it with him, especially now when they needed all the strength and power they could muster?

“The Tears of Midnight,” she said as she pressed a piece of her cloak to her nose and shivered beside him. “Mother knew what I could do. The Tears erected a wall between me and the wind. Once I stopped taking them, I could hear its call, but I am still learning to control it. It’s dangerous when it is done wrong. I have to be careful or I could . . .”

Yellow streaks of light brightened the sky. He and Carys turned, and his heart stopped as one by one the lights on the wall went dark.

“Elder Ulrich said no one would see the army coming,” Carys whispered.

“One of his men must have cut the lights.”

Crowds in the city cheered. They were focused on the Trials. No one in the streets was looking for trouble from beyond the walls.

“Carys . . .” He pointed to the darkness beyond the city. Men with banners riding and marching in the dim light of the moon. Thousands of them. Right toward Garden City.

“We have to sound the alarm.”

He held fast to his sister’s arm as they raced down the steps and across the battlements.

“Oh Gods, no!” his sister cried. Andreus went still and followed her gaze toward the mountains to the east. Long shadows were racing down the mountains and through the foothills. Dozens and dozens of them, moving like an avalanche. They must have been watching the walls of the city. Waiting. And now Elder Ulrich’s people had cut the lines to the light. The Xhelozi had seen the darkness. It called to them, just as the orb had called to the Bastians. Now, both were coming.

“Come on!” Andreus yelled as the wind kicked up again. He tugged at his sister and they both started once again to run. “We have to fix the lights.”

The lights wouldn’t stop the army from coming to the gates, but they would slow the Xhelozi’s attack. If he was fast enough, maybe the Xhelozi would turn on the attackers moving toward Garden City instead of moving on the city itself.

Side by side they raced down the uneven stone stairs. Pain shot up his leg and grew worse with every step. His chest tightened. Every breath was less deep, but he refused to let the curse slow him down. His sister knew how to fight, but she didn’t understand how to reconnect the lights. The city needed both him and Carys to use their skills if everyone was going to survive, and he wasn’t about to let them down.

He fought to pull air into his lungs. As they reached the main floor, he asked, “Do we go to the Hall or the courtyard?”

The end of the Trials was in the Hall of Virtues. The court and the Council of Elders would be assembled there. Elder Cestrum would be there.

Carys looked down the corridor toward the throne room. “We don’t have time to deal with the Council. We have to alert the guards and the city.”

“I can help,” Max called, running down the hallway toward them. In everything that had happened, Andreus had forgotten the boy, who had been instructed to hide in an alcove until their return. “If the bad people are coming, I can sound the gongs.”

Yes, he could. “Go! If there are others nearby, have them help you. Sound the alarm and don’t stop.”

The boy turned and bolted in one direction, and Carys and he raced in the other.

Their leather boots pounded against the stone floors. Servants jumped back against the tapestries that hung against the palace walls as he and his sister flew by—Andreus lagging farther behind his sister with every step. He gritted his teeth, clenched his jaw, and fought to keep up. But it was no use. Carys disappeared out the door to the palace courtyard and he limped after her into the bitter air.

The rumbling of cheers from the city below sounded in the quiet of the night. Underneath it all, there was the sound that made him shiver and move faster. It was the sound of a rusty screech like a portcullis that needed greasing. The sound of the Xhelozi.

“Carys!” he heard someone call.

His sister turned as a woman came through the entrance of the palace in the white-and-blue cape—hood still pulled high on her head.

Larkin had made it through the Trials safely. She had returned.

His sister hurried toward Larkin.

He saw it too late. The outline of a man stepping from an alcove. A bowstring being drawn back. The arrow that flew through the air.

Andreus called out a warning. He raced forward, biting back the pain in his leg as the man notched another arrow and sent it flying into the center of the blue-and-white-striped cloak next to the first.

Larkin stumbled. The hood slipped from her head onto her shoulders as his sister caught their childhood friend in her arms.

“It’s not her!” a woman screamed.

The man with the bow advanced several steps then reached for another arrow. Andreus slipped on the ice as the attacker notched the arrow in the bow and took aim. Fighting to keep his feet under him, Andreus lifted his sword and swung.

The blade sliced through flesh. The bow, along with the attacker’s hand and forearm, thudded to the ground. Blood spurted warm onto Andreus’s legs and the white snow.

Andreus raised the sword again, and buried the blade in the attacker’s neck as his mother screamed, “Oben! No!”

“Larkin!” Carys saw her brother race toward the man with the bow. She caught the glint of the sword in the moonlight before dropping to her knees next to her friend. “You’re going to be okay,” she said desperately as she clutched the stiletto in her hand, ready to kill any who came near.

Larkin looked up at the sky with her deep brown eyes. Carys had always thought her friend had the most beautiful she’d ever seen. They were wide and dark and so often sparkled with laughter. Only now those eyes shimmered with pain.

“Someone get Madame Jillian!” Carys screamed even though she knew what the arrows buried deep in Larkin’s chest meant. The healer was skilled, but there was no denying the gurgling sounds Larkin made as she fought to take in air.

The wind hadn’t stopped the arrows this time, because Carys hadn’t seen the danger. She hadn’t known, and now . . .

“You can’t die,” Carys insisted. She reached for her friend’s hand—slick with the blood that drop by drop was draining Larkin’s life. “I command you not to die! Please, Larkin! Please, don’t die.”

“Carys,” Larkin whispered. “I . . .”

“Shhh. Don’t talk.” Carys squeezed Larkin’s fingers. They were so cold. Too cold. “Save your strength. Madame Jillian will make you better and you can keep telling me that I’m not a lady.”

“But you are,” Larkin whispered. “You always have been. Just a different kind. Free.” A shudder rippled through Larkin. She coughed and blood stained her mouth.

“Please,” Carys begged. “I can’t lose you.”

“Never lose.” Larkin’s eyes fluttered shut. “I’m here. Like the wind. Always . . .” Larkin’s breath gurgled. Her chest shuddered. Her friend’s pale lips parted and the air around them went still.

Larkin—the girl who had taught Carys that there were more important things than crowns and jewels and power—was dead.

Carys held tight to her friend’s blood-streaked, always-capable hand. She didn’t want to let go. Larkin was supposed to get married. She was supposed to leave the city walls and find happiness. Instead she died pretending to be Carys all because she was determined to fight for Eden. Larkin had wanted those she loved to be safe. Only they weren’t. Not yet.

The Bastian army was approaching the walls. The Xhelozi were coming from the mountains. Larkin would insist Carys get up off the cold ground. She would want Carys to continue to fight and protect the city and her father, who didn’t know his daughter was dead.

Carys’s mother shrieked.

Andreus shouted back as Carys slowly released her friend’s hand, pushed to her feet, and turned.

“Mother, no!” Andreus yelled, grabbing their mother, who was standing over the chamberlain’s body.

“She was supposed to die! She has to die!” their mother screamed. The words punched into Carys as if they were the dagger the Queen raised high over her head.

And in that moment Carys understood why Larkin was dead.

The white-and-blue cloak. Larkin’s newly short hair that she had bleached pale to swap identities. The bow next to the fallen chamberlain’s body. The arrows hadn’t been meant for Larkin. They had been meant for her.

“Kill her, Andreus! You have to stop the curse. The curse is real. I’ve seen it in my dreams since I was born. People will continue to die if the curse continues. She is the curse!”

“Mother,” Carys called as the wind began to whisper in her head again. Hurt. Anger. Fear. “You . . .”

“Don’t call me that!” The Queen whirled. “I’m not your mother! He insisted that I lie and I did, but I have never been your mother!”

The white dress billowed. Dark hair whipped around the Queen’s face, framing eyes that were clear and determined and far too sane for the words that she spoke.

“Ulron’s mistress and I became pregnant at the same time.” Carys’s mother held the dagger in front of her. The blade gleamed in the moonlight as the Queen shifted back and forth. “He thought Andreus was his child just as he believed Micah was. He didn’t know that I never intended him to have a child. The curse of his line—the curse his family began when they took the throne—was supposed to end when Micah became King. Ulron’s bloodline would have been removed from power even as others thought it lived on.”

“Mother, you’re not making any sense,” Andreus said, his eyes flicking toward the arching entrance of the palace gate toward the city. The Bastians and the Xhelozi were still coming. “Micah was our brother.”

“Micah was your brother.” Carys’s mother turned back to Andreus. The dagger still tight in her fist. “He was like you. He was Oben’s son.”

The gong began to sound.

But it was her mother’s words that rang in her head. Oben’s son?

Carys looked down at the chamberlain’s body. Micah and Andreus, with their richer skin tone and darker hair, had always looked different from her. Everyone said they favored their mother, and that Carys took after her father. But . . .

Her stomach churned.

The single gong grew into a chorus. The war starting outside the walls echoed in the night, but the only battle she could focus on was right here. Carys unclenched her hands and fought for calm. She had to stay calm. “Andreus and I are twins, Mother.”

“I’m not your mother!” the Queen screamed. Rage twisted her beautiful face. “I learned I was pregnant with Andreus just before Ulron told me his mistress was with child. The woman said she had the power of the seers, and Ulron believed her. He had hoped my visions meant his children might have true powers like the rulers in the past used to vanquish their enemies. He claimed you would help him conquer Adderton and any that would rise against him. He wanted you and insisted I owed him my cooperation for making me his Queen.”

It couldn’t be true!

“Mother,” Andreus said, taking a slow step forward. “You’re confused. Carys and I are twins. We were born on the same day.”

She and Andreus were two halves of the same whole. Two faces in the same reflection. Her life was as it was because she had lived it for him.

Their mother laughed. The ugly, bitter sound cut deep into Carys’s heart. “Ulron hid his mistress in the city while she was pregnant and snuck her back into the palace when it was Andreus’s time to be born.” The Queen looked adoringly at Andreus. “The midwife delivered you, my son, then with Oben’s help cut the King’s bastard free. At her birth Carys proved the curse of her family’s bloodline. It was her life that led to her mother’s death.”

Carys shook her head, even as something inside her clicked. It was as if a key had slid into a lock and a door opened. Her mother had never cared when Carys had been beaten to protect Andreus. She had never flinched or wept when Carys was scarred or was in agony. She didn’t care what the Tears of Midnight did to Carys. Never did she encourage Carys to break free of the drug that kept the whispers of the wind and the hurt at bay. Their mother had simply insisted Carys take more because she didn’t want Carys to know the truth. Carys wasn’t a twin. Andreus had never been her brother.

She was the King’s child.

The heir to the throne.

The last of her father’s line.

Yet now more than ever, she felt as if she was nothing.

“You murdered the midwife,” Andreus said.

The woman’s disappearance after their birth finally made a horrible kind of sense. No witnesses could be left alive to tell the King’s secret. With her dead none would be left alive to know that Carys was not birthed by the Queen. Except the Queen herself and the man she said fathered Andreus and Micah.

The Queen smiled. “The King believed Oben slit her throat on his order, but the King was wrong. Oben did it for love of me and to keep our secret.”

A secret that led here—to the death of her father and Micah, the start of the Trials, and now the war that was about to be waged for a throne Carys had never wanted and yet was truly hers by blood.

Her father was dead. As was the mother she had never known.

Seeress Kiara said the jeweled slippers were the key to setting her free. The slippers that belonged to the Queen—a woman who had used Carys’s love for Andreus and the Tears of Midnight to hold her life hostage.

Her brother turned to look at her.

No—not her brother. Andreus—a man who did not share her blood.

She stared into his eyes that were as dark as hers were pale. That was but one difference between them. Now she looked for them all. His dark hair. His tanned skin. The weak heart that she fought to hide because hers had been born strong.

She saw those things that divided them now.

They weren’t two halves of one whole. They were never meant to be each other’s reflections.

“Kill her, Andreus!” The Queen seized Andreus’s hand and pressed the dagger into it. “You were meant to be King. Your father lost his parents when Carys’s family seized the throne. He bore scars so you wouldn’t have to wear them. He sacrificed everything including his own life for you.”

Andreus took the dagger and shook his head. “No. It doesn’t matter what you say, Mother, or what blood runs in my veins . . .” He turned toward Carys and let the blade fall to the ground. “Carys is my sister and you, Mother, are nothing.”

Andreus met her eyes again and she understood the question she saw in their depths.

The wind howled in her mind. Their mother raged.

Carys looked down at Larkin and put her hand on her heart and then lifted it to the sky, and the whispering of the wind faded.

Larkin hadn’t been born in a palace and she had not shared a drop of royal blood, but she had been Carys’s sister.

Carys looked back at her brother and nodded. She and Andreus weren’t siblings by birth. They didn’t need to share the same parents to be connected, because they shared a heart.

Carys saw the tears in Andreus’s eyes as he understood without words what she was saying. Dreus was her twin. He was her brother, and they would stand together not because blood dictated they should, but by choice—tonight and always.

His stomach was like lead. Each breath felt as if he were inhaling glass. Nothing was the same. So many secrets. So many lies.

Larkin dead. Killed by Oben—his mother’s chamberlain. The man who was his father. The man he had known all his life and had barely known at all. His father—the man Andreus had just killed.

Andreus looked at Carys again. Her light-colored eyes met his. Steadfast. Resolute. And filled with love. He didn’t need to hear the words to know what was in her heart and mind. She was his sister no matter what his mother said. No matter what he had done. He had made mistakes, but he had learned from them and he would stand by Carys. He would fight for Eden beside her. She was his family.

The gongs continued to ring.

The cheers that had filled the night turned to shouts and screams. In the distance, he heard the sound of metal striking metal. The fighting had started.

“We have to fix the lights and arm the gates.”

Everything was different, yet nothing had changed.

He let out the breath he was holding and turned toward the arching palace entrance.

“Andreus, you have to stop her.” His mother clawed his arm. “The curse . . .”

“If there is anyone cursed, it’s you!” He shoved his mother away from him and walked away with her screams chasing behind him.

“Graylem is at the gates,” Carys said, falling into step beside him. Her stiletto was raised and ready. “He will do what he can to hold them until reinforcements arrive, but I’m not sure how long our forces can hold out against the Bastians and the Xhelozi. If we had more time . . .”

He knew what she was thinking. With more time they could order anyone who couldn’t fight to take refuge within the palace walls. They could arrange those ready to defend the city in places where their fighting could do some good. But there wasn’t more time.

“I have to get to the walls of the city to fix the line Elder Ulrich’s men cut.” The Xhelozi had grown bolder—attracted to the darkness that wasn’t just from the night, according to the seer Carys had talked to. The lights might not be enough to push them back, but he had to try.

His leg burned and threatened to buckle, but the sound of the gongs, his sister running next to him, and the shadows he could see beyond the walls kept him upright. Carys held his arm as they went down to the stables for the second time that night. They rode to the base of the steps where Graylem was directing guardsmen, merchants, and common citizens to the southern gates.

The sound of rusty cries brought everything to a standstill. All eyes turned toward the southern walls. The shrieks clawed the air again followed by the faint sound of human screams.

The Xhelozi had arrived and had met the Bastian forces.

Dozens of people on the city streets shouted in fear. They pushed at one another and raced into the darkness for their homes. But there were others, like the men Larkin and her father and Graylem’s guards had recruited, who stood their ground, waiting for orders. They would do what they could to defend Garden City.

He dug his legs into his mount and galloped down the street. His sister kept pace on her horse next to him. The high-pitched cries of the Xhelozi grew more frequent and sounded closer now.

Andreus urged his horse to go faster. The lights had appeared to darken first on the southeasternmost section of the wall. The Master working with Elder Ulrich must have told him it was the logical place to strike if one wanted to sabotage the lights without damaging the entire system. It would also be the easiest to repair, something Elder Ulrich would have wanted to do quickly after his plan was complete.

Doors slammed as the people of Eden took to their houses. Andreus raced down another street as the hooves of his mount and that of his sister clattered on the cobblestones.

The shouts and screams and shrieks from beyond the walls grew louder. The crash of metal rang loud in his ears. Something crashed against the gates and the ground beneath him seemed to shake as he and his sister turned their mounts down the road that led to the light connection he had to repair.

Andreus yanked on his reins and slid from the horse when it came to a stop. His sister was right beside him—guarding his back as she had always done. They reached the walls, and Carys lifted a torch as he scaled several rungs of the ladder. The sight of the two mangled cuts that had removed a section of the line kicked him in the gut. He had hoped whoever had disabled the lights, knowing that the city would need the lines for safety after this night passed, would have taken more care.

“It won’t be perfect, and it might not last long, but I will find a way to give us some light.”

The gongs continued to crash.

Screams and sounds of swords striking swords clashed in the air.

“What do you need?” Carys asked.

“Twine or strips of fabric. Something I can use to attach whatever conductors I come up with together.” If he stripped the tar off the line wire and used the silver on his belt . . .

Carys reached down and grabbed her hem. Her stiletto flashed in the torchlight. Seconds later, she handed him several long strips of black fabric.

The Xhelozi screams mixed with human ones. His sister looked toward the wall. She shifted her weight and looked back at him. He knew Carys wanted to see what was happening—but she wouldn’t leave him alone. After everything he had done, and everything they had learned, she was still acting as his shield.

“Go!” he insisted. “I don’t know how long this is going to take. Graylem and the others need a leader. They need you.”

His sister shuffled her feet. Indecision warred on her face.

“We need to use both our strengths,” Andreus said. “Mine is here with the lights. Yours is on the walls.”

He saw the shimmer of tears as Carys straightened her shoulders and nodded.

“I’ll find you on the walls when we’re done,” he said. “I promise. Go!”

She took two steps backward, then his sister turned and ran.
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Dreus was right. There was nothing she could do to help him fix the lines. She knew little about the workings of the lights or the windmills and would only get in his way. She had to go where she could help those screaming in the night. So she ran toward the sounds of war and the crash of something that made the city shake.

The outside forces were ramming against the gates to break them down in order to get in.

Her heart pounded.

The whispers returned.

The gongs went silent and only the sounds of battle remained.

Screams.

Metal crashing.

Cries of death as men and women fought for life.

And the voice of the wind grew louder with every beat of her heart. Anger warred with the need for calm. The controllable force fighting against the many whispers that were desperate to break free.

“Graylem said we have to hold the gate!” men yelled as she rounded the corner.

Torches blazed. Dozens of guardsmen and merchants hefted a large beam to bolster the gate against the onslaught. Everything shook as the enemy on the other side slammed their battering ram against the iron barrier, trying to break through.

Fear filled the air. She could taste it as she pushed her way through the crowd of fighters.

A shudder traveled up her spine as the Xhelozi raked the night with their calls, followed by desperate shouts.

The raging whispers grew louder, begging for vengeance.

Something cracked against her head. Carys stumbled backward, and the wind howled its upset. She shoved someone aside and squeezed her way to the rungs embedded in stone that would take her to the top.

The wall shook as a battering ram slammed hard against the gate.

Men shouted.

Something cracked.

Flakes of stone rained down.

They wouldn’t be able to hold the gate for much longer. And if the gate broke—there would be nothing to keep the Bastian army or the Xhelozi from the people of Garden City.

The whispers urged her to set them free. They would fight for her. They would destroy her enemies.

The wind whipped her cloak.

Swords clashed near the gate, and Carys began to climb. She put one hand over the other, almost losing her grasp as the wall shook again. She heard the whoosh of a catapult. Sparks rained as a mass of burning tar flew through the night sky over the wall to the other side. Screams of pain and fear and death echoed, and she kept climbing.

She reached for her bow as she crested the top, willing the lights to come back on. To her untrained eye, the damage had appeared to be unrepairable, but she knew Andreus. If anyone could make the walls blaze with light, it was her brother.

She kept low as she hurried across the wall, so as to not draw the fire of the men on the ground below.

“What’s happening?” she yelled to the guards who were launching arrows into the Bastian forces. The men below fell atop others who had already met their deaths. The soldiers with the battering ram raced forward. At the flanks of the attacking force, hooked claws and long teeth slashed. Bastian men swung their blades and fired arrows into the Xhelozi while the monsters threw soldiers to the side like rag dolls as both forces advanced on the city.

Another group of Bastian guards charged toward the gate farther down the wall. The battlements shook, and the crack of the stone was louder this time. The gates would not hold for much longer.

The Xhelozi screeched.

The whispers howled, and she shook her head. There was something not quite right.

Far in the distance, she saw most of the Bastian army was retreating. Xhelozi coming from the mountains were angling toward them. Those below—some were ramming the gates, but the rest weren’t firing their arrows at those guarding the top of the wall or over it to hit the men holding the gate against them. Their weapons were aimed at the monsters still coming in packs from the mountains. The Xhelozi’s fangs and claws bit deep and split open the flesh of guardsmen around them, as they fought for their lives.

“Hold the catapults,” she screamed, scanning the chaos. Guardsmen relayed her commands. The whispering in her head returned with a renewed fury.

A monster stumbled. Dozens of arrows were sticking out of the stringy white fur and scaly hide when it fell not far from the walls to the east. Another volley of arrows launched toward the monsters and that’s when she saw them behind the bowman.

Yelling orders from atop a rearing mount was Errik. Next to him was Garret. Both firing arrows toward the Xhelozi instead of the defenders of Garden City. Beside them a bannerman held a pike aloft . . . the symbol of the Bastians flew from the pole and atop it was a severed head.

Errik hadn’t come back to warn her about the size of the army. Instead, he had killed the would-be Bastian King.

The lights flared to life.

Andreus had done it!

Cheers floated up from the city streets. Carys blinked against the blinding white. The screams beyond the walls increased in number. The Xhelozi cries were closer. The spots in front of her eyes cleared, and she saw one of the monsters charge the wall, dig its claws into the white stone, and start to climb.

The lights were on, but none of the monsters were fleeing.

The bloodlust was too strong or the imbalance in virtue too great. The lights were no longer enough to drive them away, and soon the men outside the walls fighting for their lives would be dead.

Carys turned, pulled the bowstring taut, and let the arrow fly.

The Xhelozi screamed as the point pierced its eye. The monster lost its grip on the wall and slammed onto the frozen ground on its scaly back. For a second, Carys thought she had killed it. Then the Xhelozi moved. A clawed hand yanked her arrow free from its flesh and the massive creature let out a rusty scream.

The battlements below shook. Men cried out, and the monster charged the wall while several more Xhelozi followed close behind it.

The wind tugged at her cloak.

Carys fought for calm as she looked around at the guardsmen atop the walls. Two or three dozen guardsmen were armed with bows. There were at least that many Xhelozi fighting below, and in the shadow of the mountain, she could see more coming. They didn’t have enough men to defeat them, and the lights the city had always counted on weren’t pushing them back.

“Fire at the Xhelozi, not the men!” she commanded.

She saw Errik charge one of the Xhelozi near the wall. His sword speared its flesh, and just as quickly, he yanked the blade out and raced his mount away.

Her heart tightened. The whispers grew louder, but one was louder than the rest and Carys heard its meaning clear and strong. There was only one way to save those she loved. She had to give in.

Errik’s horse raced toward the gate and disappeared into the masses below.

Waves of arrows hit the monsters illuminated by the lights atop the wall.

Some stumbled, but none fell.

The wind pounded in her head. Fed on her fear. Pulled at her anger. Compelled her to surrender to its call.

She thought of Larkin, dead. She pictured Errik fighting for his life and then thought of her brother—who would always be her twin.

Men screamed as they slashed open throats and sliced across backs, and the Xhelozi continued to advance as the wind whispered that she was ready. She needed to surrender. It was time to set herself free.

The lights still shone.

The gongs went silent.

Triumph fueled him as he hurried toward the sounds of death and fighting to help his sister.

The city still held, but for how long?

Andreus stepped around a bloody man stumbling away from the melee and squinted at the top of the wall. In tandem, bowmen sent a volley of arrows into the darkness. The city trembled as a battering ram crashed against the gate that Graylem and the men he directed were trying to hold. He stumbled, grabbed hold of a broken cart to stop his fall, and realized the cries of the Xhelozi that grated above the fighting were louder than before. The lights were on, but the monsters weren’t retreating.

Dozens of torches flickered in the breeze as he rounded the corner. Men used their backs to bolster the trembling iron gate and shouted as the battering ram struck again. Stone trembled and cracked. Andreus was about to turn toward the ladder to join his sister atop the wall when he saw Errik’s face appear behind the iron grid. Blood dripped down Errik’s forehead as he dodged a spear from a Garden City guardsman. He shouted and Andreus shoved men aside to get close enough to hear what the man was saying.

“The Bastian King is dead!” Errik shouted again. “The men that remain from his army answer to me. We’re here to help.”

Lord Garret appeared at Errik’s side. The Xhelozi roared beyond the walls. Men screamed, and Andreus looked at the battered man his sister trusted from the first. If she trusted him, Andreus would, too.

As much as Andreus wanted to lash out at Garret, the man was not his uncle. Elder Cestrum would pay, but not yet. For now, the city needed all the skilled swords it could get. “Open the gates and fall back!”

The guardsmen looked startled, but every one of them followed his command. The beam barring the door was hefted off. The men on the other side pushed at the gates and poured in through the opening. Once inside, Errik shoved his way to Andreus.

“The Xhelozi aren’t retreating and it appears that more are coming from the mountains and beyond the plains!” Errik said. “There’s no way we can defeat them all. I don’t know . . .”

Wind gusted.

Errik’s attention snapped to the top of the wall. He pointed to the men coming down the ladder, bows clutched in their hands. “Carys must be sending them down.”

“She can’t,” Andreus yelled. “We need them to drive the Xhelozi back.”

“They aren’t going to retreat. She must think calling the wind is the only way. But if she does it wrong . . . I have to get to her.”

“Why?” Andreus grabbed Errik’s arm. “What will happen? Carys said she was struggling to control the magic. What will happen if she does something wrong?”

“The wind will choke the air out of her lungs. She’ll die.”

No. That wasn’t going to happen. “You deal with the men down here. As soon as they are through the gate, bar it shut and get them ready to hold the gates until dawn.”

Heart pounding, he ran toward the ladder. Andreus shoved the last of the men off the rungs and started up. He gritted his teeth and held tight as the wind pulled at his cloak. You don’t have to do this, Carys. You don’t have to stand in front of me this time. With the Bastian guard now on their side, they would find another way to drive the Xhelozi back. They would do it together.

He reached the top, pushed to his feet, and for a second couldn’t breathe as he took in the scene on the other side of the walls.

Hundreds of Xhelozi streamed toward the city while Errik and Garret’s guardsmen stormed through the southeasternmost gate. Dozens more elongated shadows were approaching from the south and west, getting closer with each heartbeat. The Xhelozi nearest the wall screamed as if in pain when they stepped into the light. But they retreated only a few feet before surging forward again.

The wind whipped around him.

Andreus pulled his eyes away from the monsters and caught sight of his sister near one of the lights. Carys stood completely still. Her black cloak fluttered behind her. The stiletto he had commissioned for his sister was clutched in one of her hands and her eyes were wide as she looked upon the horror below.

“Carys!” He lowered his head and leaned into the wind that was gusting harder with each step. The lights shined bright. “Carys! Errik took over the Bastian army. He and Garret are assembling the men inside the walls. They’re going to fight with us, and we’ll keep the Xhelozi back until the sun comes up. You don’t need to call the wind.”

His sister turned. Resignation and resolve shone bright from her eyes. “The sunlight will only slow them down. They will always be drawn to the darkness inside Eden. You will have to find a way to balance the darkness with light.”

A tunnel of air appeared in the sky.

The Xhelozi howled as they raced toward the open gate where the Bastian army was still streaming inside the city walls. Claws dug into the flesh of men bringing up the rear. Spears bit the leathery skin. And still more Xhelozi were coming from the mountains.

“You have to go, Dreus,” Carys shouted. “Get everyone away from the walls. I don’t want to hurt them or you.”

“I’m not leaving you,” Andreus yelled. “Not this time.”

He had left her to face the Xhelozi by herself so he could take the throne. He would rather die than leave her alone again.

“You have to leave, Andreus. You have to survive and become King.” The tunnel split into two, then split again as more tunnels appeared.

Andreus pushed against the churning wind, determined to reach his sister. He had to stop this before it was too late. “The throne doesn’t belong to me.” Curse or no curse, he didn’t deserve to rule. “I have no right to be King.”

“Which is why you will make a good one.” The wind shoved him back. He stumbled and his sister turned to face him. Her eyes were clear. “Don’t you see? You are neither from the line of Ulron or the Bastians. Both had legacies of darkness. You will have a choice of what your legacy will be. You can make it one of light.” She stepped toward him, cloak billowing, and held the hilt of her silver stiletto out to him. “Give this to Errik. He will understand why.”

A gust shoved him back another step. The tunnels in the sky looked like fingers as they started to descend.

“This is wrong,” he yelled. “You shouldn’t have to do this. It should be me.” He wanted it to be him. He had earned the right to finally be the one who got to be strong. He wanted to make the sacrifice.

“I don’t belong behind these walls, Dreus. I never did.” Carys turned to face the horror beyond the walls and shouted, “It’s time you let me go. It’s time for me to be free.”

Andreus clutched the silver stiletto tight in his hand and took a step backward. A weight settled in his chest as he looked at the face of the sister who shared not his blood, but had always shared his heart. She was tired of fighting. He could see it. He could feel it. And he had to let her go.

Swallowing tears, he yelled, “May strong winds guide your steps, sister.”

She mouthed something to him that he couldn’t hear. But in his heart, he understood as he dropped to his knees. He crawled to the ladder, the wind whipping round and round, faster and faster, pulling at him like greedy hands desperate to gain hold. He slid his legs over the side of the wall and climbed down the rungs as the tunnels of air roared above. Stone and branches and bits of the city dropped on top of him as his feet hit the ground and with each gust he pictured his sister standing atop the white stone. Head high. Shoulders straight. Heart strong.

The lights grew brighter. Pulsing with the power of the wind. The power of his sister.

The blast sent him to his knees. Sparks flew in the air as the light above him burst. The next light down the wall exploded. Then the next, as bright, shimmering white sparks launched into the air and circled the city.

When the last glimmer faded into black, the gusts of wind had calmed and were now a gentle breeze.

All around him people stood. Some cried. Others shouted questions as Andreus once again slowly climbed the rungs to the top of the wall, bracing himself for what he would see.

Only there was nothing.

The lights were gone. All evidence of the battle beyond the walls had been swept away. The remaining Bastian soldiers, the bodies of the fallen, and the Xhelozi with their hooked claws and long, pointed teeth had disappeared. As had his sister.

After being trapped for so long behind these walls, his sister had left them for good. Through his tears, Andreus looked upon the countryside of the kingdom he and his sister had fought for and hoped she was finally free.
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“An Adderton messenger arrived, Your Majesty,” Lord Errik said, executing a low, almost mocking bow. “Princess Xaria and the rest of the Adderton court will arrive tomorrow.” Lord Errik smiled. “I think your sister would approve of your betrothed and everything else you have done.”

Andreus’s heart tightened even as he smiled. “The fact that I have agreed to marry a woman sight unseen would amuse her the most.” Errik had negotiated the betrothal as part of the treaty that ended the war between the two kingdoms. King Ulron had caused the war by taking Andreus’s mother as his queen and now Andreus had ended it.

Andreus just hoped Princess Xaria was as appealing as Errik claimed. More important, Andreus hoped she wouldn’t mind the time he spent at the walls or on the battlements working with the Masters of Light. There was still much to do in order to restore all the lights and the lines that Carys’s powerful wind had carried away. The Xhelozi were gone for now. He was working on restoring the balance of virtues, but men could not be counted on to keep their oaths. The Council of Elders and their schemes had proven that as had Elder Cestrum’s trial, which was held on the steps in full view of the city.

The Elder had denied all claims and counted on his nephew to speak on his behalf. Lord Garret proved him wrong, instead revealing Captain Monteros’s treachery on his uncle’s behalf at the Village of Night and how the captain was under instructions to keep Garret from the battle until all claimants to the throne—Andreus, Carys, and Errik’s uncle—were dead. Elder Cestrum had been playing all sides against each other in the hopes of eliminating them and clearing the path to the throne for his own blood.

As King, Andreus wasn’t sure he could ever trust Lord Garret, but he did appreciate how the man insisted on wielding the blade that severed his uncle’s body from his traitorous head. Garret had in a small way helped Carys return in time to save Eden. Andreus would not forget that.

He squinted up at the northern windmill as it churned against the sky. The wind had blown steady since the end of the Trials. The lights inside the Palace of Winds and down in Garden City glowed, and Andreus was busy working with the Masters on creating new wind power storage devices to aid them the next time the wind refused to blow. The people of Garden City had faced the darkness once. He didn’t want them to have to face it again.

“I hear the Queen is busy making preparations for the wedding,” Errik said quietly. “And that you’ve assigned Graylem to serve as her new chamberlain.”

More like her jailer since Andreus did not have time to watch his mother every minute of the day. The madness that had started when Micah fell in her treacherous plot had only grown worse since Oben’s death. Everyone had assumed it was the loss of the Princess that had sent the Queen into fits of weeping. Andreus did not correct them. Then suddenly, his mother had appeared in the Hall of Virtues looking calm. She was dressed in a bejeweled golden gown, her crown nestled in intricately woven hair. She spoke quietly to members of the court. She laughed at the entertainers who juggled apples and wedges of cheese. She had even smiled at Max when Andreus asked the boy to bring her a goblet of wine.

He did not mention Oben or the secrets his mother had revealed on the last night of the Trials, and she acted as if none of it had happened. Part of him had been relieved, and pushed away the niggling concern he had when he saw her smile as Elder Jacobs offered his arm and asked to escort her to her rooms. Elder Jacobs was found the next day in the chapel on the stone floor—his throat slit into a wide, bloody smile.

Now Graylem escorted the Queen through the castle and watched for the telltale sign of her toying with the ruby-crusted dagger on her belt while members of the court whispered about the rumor of a scorned mistress who killed the Elder out of revenge. Not the most original story, but it was better than revealing the truth of Elder Jacobs’s allegiance to the Queen and the secret of Andreus’s birth.

“Lord Graylem doesn’t seem to mind his new position,” Andreus said.

And Errik laughed. “Neither do the Queen’s ladies in waiting. I hear they find him quite charming.”

“Are you jealous, Lord Errik?” Andreus asked.

Errik’s smile faded and he touched the stiletto at his side. He’d worn it every day since Andreus had climbed down the walls and presented it to him along with his sister’s final words.

“You don’t believe she’s dead,” Andreus said, hoping Errik could confirm what deep in his heart he believed. He knew it was foolish. He had checked the loose stone in the staircase to the battlements and found it to be empty. He had stood over Larkin’s body in the Tomb of Light in his sister’s stead. Carys was gone. And yet he doubted because every day he waited for the emptiness in his heart to appear in the space his sister currently filled. The emptiness never came.

Errik looked beyond the walls at the land beyond the battlements and smiled. “No, Your Majesty,” he said quietly. “I don’t believe she is dead. She’s out there somewhere, and I will find her. You see, I have something of hers she wishes me to return.”

Carys’s hair fluttered as she placed a coin into the hand of each man who manned the sails and oars of the small water vessel. They closed their greedy fists over the gold even as they cast nervous glances at the dock. A gentle mist hovered over the shore, making it hard to see what lay beyond.

“Are you sure this is the place, m’lady?” the older of the two men asked, shoving the coin deep into a grimy pocket of his thick, well-worn sea coat. He ran his tanned, wrinkled hand over his gray-streaked hair as he looked at the shore and then back at her. “Strange things happen here, they say. Not that I believe the stories, mind yeh.”

Carys looked back at the dock and sent out a question to the voice of the wind. The air stirred, revealing a white bridge beyond the docks and a path that snaked into a grove of squat trees.

“I thank you both for your service,” she said with great sincerity. “And I wish you safe passage on your return.” With that, she picked up her skirts, climbed up the narrow, rickety stairs that led to the edge of the small vessel, and stepped onto the gray stone dock.

The sailors untied the boat and the air around her danced, pushing the two men away from the dock without them ever having to pick up an oar. The journey to the island had been faster than they had expected. Carys was certain their voyage back would be equally as quick and that they would fail to find the island again if ever they chose to attempt to return.

Carys reached into her travel bag and pulled out the jeweled slippers the Seeress Kiara had handed to her weeks ago. Inside was the slip of paper—the map to this island—that had been tucked inside. These slippers would unlock the walls that had defined her for so long.

Princess.

Daughter.

Sister.

Defender.

Carys looked toward the Fire Sea and wondered how long it would take for Errik to make his way to this island. He had said he would always find her, and he had made it a point to place the stiletto in her hand whenever it went astray. She was counting on him to do it again.

Turning her back on the water, she walked toward the bridge, thinking of her brother, wishing she could stand by him as he became the kind of king that she hoped he would be. But she knew it was time for him to fight his own battles just as it was time for her to do the same.

The wind tickled her neck, and in the distance several figures appeared. She saw a familiar woman in a white gown step onto the bridge and beckon Carys forward. With a smile Seeress Kiara held out her hand and said, “Welcome to the Isle of the Seers, Carys. Are you ready to take your place among us?”

Carys returned the seeress’s smile. The voice of the wind rang with excitement as Carys said, “Yes, I believe I am.”

The walls were gone. Carys’s life was hers, and it was finally time to find out who and what she was truly meant to be.







ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Writing a book is a lot like climbing a mountain. It is a long process that’s fun, exhausting, intimidating, scary, and exciting. Thankfully, I never have to climb the mountain alone.

As always I owe a huge debt of gratitude to my family, especially my Skittles-providing husband, Andy; my enthusiastic son, Max; and my pun-loving mother (and assistant), Jaci, for putting up with my late nights and my fits of doubt. I’m not sure how you deal with it, but I am glad you do.

I also owe a huge group hug to the HarperTeen team. I am so honored to work with you all! To Kristen Pettit, thank you for your emails filled with exclamation points and enthusiasm for gruesome deaths. I also owe a huge shout-out to PR person extraordinaire Ro Romanello, who makes sure I never feel alone when I am on the road. Also, big thanks to Elizabeth Lynch for her attention to detail and her ability to always be near her computer. (How do you do that?) And I would be remiss if I didn’t give my most heartfelt thanks to Jennifer Klonsky, production editor Emily Rader, copy editor Chris Fortunato, designer Jenna Stempel-Lobell, and artists Toby & Pete, as well as the entire marketing, publicity, and Epic Reads teams. You are all amazing.

No matter what story mountain I decide to climb, I am beyond honored to have the incomparable Stacia Decker right beside me making sure I don’t fall. You are my agent, my friend, and my literary rock. Thank you for always being there to brainstorm at all hours of the day and night, and for not ignoring my crazy texts and emails. I honestly am not sure what I would do without you.

To all the booksellers, librarians, and teachers who dedicate their lives to giving readers the love of stories—thank you! When you give someone a book, you aren’t just giving them a tale of adventure or love or magic. You are helping them look at the world from other points of view and opening their hearts to new possibilities. The world is a better place because of all of you.

Finally, I want to thank every reader who has opened the pages of one of my books. With so many worlds to explore, I am so grateful you have chosen to spend time in mine.







ABOUT THE AUTHOR

JOELLE CHARBONNEAU has performed in opera and musical theater productions across Chicagoland. She is the author of the New York Times and USA Today bestselling Testing trilogy as well as two adult mystery series and several other books for young adult readers. Her YA books have appeared on the Indie Next List, the YALSA Top Ten Quick Picks for Reluctant Young Adult Readers list, and state reading lists across the country. Joelle lives in the Chicago area with her husband and son.

www.joellecharbonneau.com

Discover great authors, exclusive offers, and more at hc.com.







BOOKS BY JOELLE CHARBONNEAU

Dividing Eden

Into the Garden (digital novella)

Forbidden Fruit (digital novella)

Eden Conquered

Verify







BACK AD


[image: image]

DISCOVER

your next favorite read

MEET

new authors to love

WIN

free books

SHARE

infographics, playlists, quizzes, and more

WATCH

the latest videos

www.epicreads.com









COPYRIGHT

HarperTeen is an imprint of HarperCollins Publishers.

EDEN CONQUERED. Copyright © 2018 by HarperCollins Publisher. All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books.


www.epicreads.com

Cover art by Toby & Pete

Cover design by Jenna Stempel-Lobell



Digital Edition JUNE 2018 ISBN: 978-0-06-245389-1

Print ISBN: 978-0-06-245387-7

ISBN 978-0-06-284497-2 (international edition)





18  19  20  21  22    PC/LSCH    10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1


[image: ]


FIRST EDITION







ABOUT THE PUBLISHER

Australia

HarperCollins Publishers Australia Pty. Ltd.

Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia

www.harpercollins.com.au

Canada

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd

Bay Adelaide Centre, East Tower

22 Adelaide Street West, 41st Floor

Toronto, Ontario, Canada

M5H 4E3

www.harpercollins.ca

India

HarperCollins India

A 75, Sector 57

Noida

Uttar Pradesh 201 301

www.harpercollins.co.in

New Zealand

HarperCollins Publishers New Zealand

Unit D1, 63 Apollo Drive

Rosedale 0632

Auckland, New Zealand

www.harpercollins.co.nz

United Kingdom

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF, UK

www.harpercollins.co.uk

United States

HarperCollins Publishers Inc.

195 Broadway

New York, NY 10007

www.harpercollins.com




OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


CONTENTS



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Contents


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Books by Joelle Charbonneau


		Back Ad


		Copyright


		About the Publisher








Guide



		Cover


		Contents


		Chapter 1











		iv


		v


		vi


		vii

 
		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312










OEBPS/imgbackad/imgbackad-1.jpg
WOOINTHE T i

COMMUNITY





OEBPS/_page_map_.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
EDEN

CONQUERED

JOELLE CHARBONNEAU

40 mprit of HarperColinsPubishers





OEBPS/images/fm.jpg





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780062453891_Cover.jpg





