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      Shade woke to the smell of grapevines twining around the gazebo and small stones digging into his ribs. Overhead, the sun was breaking through a blooming orange horizon, as if the previous day’s storm had never happened. Shade drew a shuddering breath and rose to his knees, rubbing his face. The Academy’s reflection garden spread away from him in both directions, with beds of dew-covered hyacinths and giant cone flowers, their tall stems and light green leaves holding up bright yellow flowering heads.

      Yes, Shade was outside. But how the hell had he gotten here? From the slight ache along his ribs and memories of a dream where he’d chased a deer, he’d fallen asleep here. Fortunately, his presence would unlikely raise suspicion—the garden was large and filled with thick concealing greenery, lacy fern beds, and stone-walled nooks designed to give refuge to students seeking solitude amidst the Academy’s bustling life. He wasn’t the first or last of the garden’s overnight visitors. But all the others knew how they’d gotten here.

      Shade didn’t. He’d lost time. Again.

      Shade forced his mind to sort through the last memories he had. He remembered the infirmary last night, when Coal brought Leralynn of Osprey in to be seen after a punishing run that had plainly morphed into more than discipline. That was when his body first started playing tricks on him. The girl’s lilac scent and deep brown eyes—not to mention her supple, creamy skin under his hands—had driven him insane, made it an effort of will to keep himself in check. To remember his duty. To remember that she was a student, for stars’ sake. To ask the right questions, make the right decision, use the right damn salves.

      Leralynn’s pull on him made as little sense as waking here did. Perhaps it was the state she was in, just on this side of misery, that brought out a healer’s natural instincts to protect. Or the scent of coupling that had clung to her and Coal both—a scent that would make any man hard. That had to be it. Plus, Leralynn reminded him of another auburn-haired, chocolate-eyed woman who’d once owned his soul.

      Shade shook himself before the memory could pull him in deeper. The problem of Leralynn of Osprey was the simplest to solve—keep the hell away from her. Incidentally, that was the same advice he’d given Coal last night—and that man usually had the better restraint of the two of them. Fortunately, the girl was planning to leave the Academy.

      Infirmary. Shade forced his mind back to task as he walked to the nearest garden exit—a stone archway nearly hidden in the hedgerow, covered densely in rustling green ivy. He’d been in the infirmary, tending first to Lera, then Tye, when all hell broke loose over an odd fallen disk that Shade knew instinctively was important. The cold, restrained fury in River’s face had been enough to send a chill down Shade’s spine, despite having known the man for years. Shade had seen kings with less internal power than what always simmered beneath River’s cultured manners and speech. The man could wield more authority with a look than others did with a whip or sword. Even Shade, who considered his commander a friend, knew there was a line not to be crossed. Everyone did.

      Except one Leralynn of Osprey.

      Stars, the girl had no self-preservation instinct. Shade didn’t know whether he was more relieved to have missed River’s tearing her into shreds or more afraid of how the duel might end. He blinked. After that, he recalled emotions and smells more than events. Yes, he’d been afraid for Lera, had wanted to see whether she was all right. But he’d wasn’t some idiot to stand and watch the door to the student dormitory—he’d gone back to his own quarters.

      Hadn’t he?

      How, then, had he gotten here, to the reflection garden? Had he been drinking?

      Reaching behind him, Shade pulled his hair into three parts and braided it quickly, creating the appearance of an officer up and ready early in the morning instead of one who’d passed out beneath the stars. Whatever was happening with him, Shade needed to get to the bottom of it quickly. And quietly.

      “Shade?”

      Spinning toward the sound of River’s voice, Shade found the impeccably dressed commander striding out from the keep as if unaware of the hour. The tallest man Shade knew, River always kept his dark brown hair neatly cropped, his black boots mirror shined, and his storm-gray eyes unreadable. Eyes that seemed to have the eerie ability to focus on every place and person in the Academy at once. A pair of guards hurrying to their duties snapped to attention at the sight, their faces pale though River did nothing but nod courteously to them. At the moment, Shade knew how they felt.

      Straightening his rumpled, damp gray sweater, Shade joined River at the edge of the courtyard, where he stood rock still, eyes trained on a point in the distance. “Waiting for something?” Shade asked.

      “Someone. I issued some orders last night I would like to ensure are followed. Ah—there she is.”

      Following River’s gaze, Shade saw the one person he was really hoping to avoid. Leralynn. Trudging out of the cadets’ barracks, her smooth skin and long auburn braid glowing in the rising sun. Despite the breathtaking curves that made even a gray uniform look delicious, Lera’s curled shoulders and stiff shivers against the chill spoke to undeniably sore muscles. Shade straightened his back. “I thought she was leaving us.”

      “She changed her mind.” River’s voice was tight. Disapproving—almost beyond what the situation seemed to call for, though when it came to Leralynn, Shade wasn’t one to judge well.

      “I see.” Shade’s stomach clenched. “And what do you have her doing?”

      “Mucking stables for three hours a day for a month.” The utter lack of emotion in River’s words cut Shade’s hearing. For whatever reason, the punishment made River uncomfortable enough to put effort into burying his thoughts. For all his stoic masks, River saw entirely too much, which boded poorly for Shade’s own predicament.

      Shade cleared his throat, finally working through what River had said. “You are taking three hours a day from her for a month?” With the Academy’s workload, that would leave a first-year cadet with no time to sleep. “Isn’t that a bit severe? A simple thrashing would have done.”

      River’s face did tighten then. “I couldn’t,” he said quietly. “And I need her too exhausted to get into trouble for a while.”

      Shade rocked back on his heels, saying nothing—he didn’t trust himself to keep from uttering something that might expose his own turmoil to River’s too perceptive eyes. As for River… In the whole time Shade had known the commander, River had never hesitated to punish a student or soldier, male or female. River was never cruel, but he was efficient. And fair. And consistent. Until now.

      What was it about this beautiful cadet? First Tye. Then Coal. Shade himself. Now River. Leralynn of Osprey was touching souls. Which made her as tantalizing as it did dangerous. A fact that should have made Shade turn away, and made him hard instead.
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      “Touch your ear,” I tell Coal, my heart quickening. I can’t help it. I need to show Coal his true nature. Need to try.

      Coal glances at me, his metallic scent mixing with the lingering tangs of sex and sweat. Shirtless, the male is pulling his blond hair back into a bun, the muscles coiling beneath taut skin. “My own ear?” he asks.

      “Yes. Your own ear. Touch it.”

      I feel as if I’m moving through molasses, focusing on Coal’s still, calm face. This is a nightmare, some part of my mind shouts. Just a nightmare. But a nightmare on repeat, four times, five times in one night, each iteration forcing me closer and closer, making me relive each moment.

      Coal reaches for the bottom of his ear. I capture his hand, redirecting it toward the pointed tip.

      No! Don’t! I scream at myself, almost watching from above. But I don’t listen. The Lera lifting Coal’s hand doesn’t know what’s coming. Wake up, wake up, wake up, I beg, knowing it’s no use.

      Coal’s strong hand is trusting beneath my touch as he makes contact with the proof of his fae heritage—and screams in agony. The pain in his voice tightens my chest, making bile rise up my throat.

      I pull away.

      Coal rocks on his knees, his head between his hands, his body shaking as I’ve never seen. His glazed blue eyes see nothing.

      “Coal!” I take the male’s bare shoulders, now blazing hot as if with fever. “Coal!”

      

      Sitting up in bed, I inhale lungfuls of cold air. Coal is all right, I tell myself, as I have all night—but I’m an awful liar, even to myself. Coal doesn’t scream in pain from anything short of torture in the dark realms. And yesterday, from me. Stars. The male might recall nothing of the episode, but I remember enough for us both.

      Marking the rising sun, I slip to the floor and pull on my gray uniform. Stable duty. Right. Trudging across the Academy courtyard toward the stable, I listen to my footsteps echoing off the stone walls in the cool dawn air. My veil amulet swings dully against my chest, feeling extra heavy this morning. I haven’t been able to take it off while sleeping lest Arisha wake up and catch sight of me in the night, and my mind is longing for a rest from the magic-spun half-truths.

      In fact, everything feels heavy this morning. The irony isn’t lost on me. Once, mucking stables in Zake’s estate was my life—right up until Coal, River, Shade, and Tye rode into my world and turned it on its head. And now I am right back at it. At River’s orders no less. The irony would be morbidly funny if memories of Zake didn’t still make me break out in a sweat. If the thought of getting on the wrong side of River again didn’t frighten me so much.

      As if summoned by thought, I note the male watching me from the edge of the courtyard. Even from this distance, River’s broad shoulders, commanding height, and square jaw take my breath. With hands clasped behind his ramrod-straight back and his hooded gray eyes trained unblinkingly on me, River wears strength and responsibility with the same casualness that others wear coats. Beside River, Shade’s predatory perfection coils beneath a sharp-boned face framed by black hair and piercing golden eyes—though my sharp fae vision notes deep shadows under those beautiful eyes. Shadows that I could smooth away in another life, but not here. The sight of them together sends heat pooling between my thighs even as I quicken my pace.

      This is what normal people must feel in the males’ company. When the magic bonded us, everything happened so quickly that I never truly felt the full weight of their power before seeing past it—before becoming friends and lover. Mates. To me, River has always been River. But he isn’t. He is the king of one of only three Lunos courts, a commander of legendary warriors whose centuries of battle-honed nerves and minds are matched only by their physical allure.

      Now that I see them from beyond the walls of intimacy, the distance between us feels insurmountable.

      My foot catches a loose cobblestone, and I wince as I hope to keep my balance. After spending half a day with Coal running me into the ground and the rest shivering like a sapling—with one notable exception that most certainly did not give any of my muscles a rest—I hurt. My arms hurt. My legs hurt. My shoulders hurt. I think my eyelashes hurt too, but keeping my eyes open is so great a chore that I am not quite certain.

      Slipping into one of the paths through the thick shrubbery wall separating the Academy’s east and west sides, I hear a familiar voice calling my name and frown. Gavriel. What could the librarian want with me at this hour?

      Cutting over toward the sound, I find Gavriel in one of the small round alcoves. Seeing me, the man rises from the crescent stone bench, his leg unusually stiff in the morning chill. Despite the obvious soreness, Gavriel’s brown eyes lively are too lively for this hour of the morning, his tattered robe fluttering behind him in the cutting breeze.

      “I heard I might find you here, and here you are,” he says, holding out his hands in greeting. “Though I must say, this stable-mucking business is highly counterproductive to our needs. River certainly didn’t force such a time waster on his star athlete. Perhaps I can speak to him about an alternative—”

      “I’m fine with stable duty, Gavriel,” I say quickly. So long as I’m not late for it. “And good morning to you as well. Is there something you needed?”

      “To discuss tonight’s mission with you, of course.” Gavriel beams at me, mouth opened in a wide grin to reveal slightly crooked front teeth—as if offering rare wine instead of a way to get me killed.

      I stare at him. “Because the last one ended so well for me?”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself.” Gavriel pats my shoulder. “You’ll get the hang of it soon enough, I’m sure. Now then, tonight—”

      I put out a halting hand, stopping Gavriel midsentence. Heat seeps into my blood and I draw a breath full of earth and sap and pine. Yes, Gavriel and I have plainly been talking past each other these past days, but pushing away the one person who knows the truth about me would be unwise. Still, after what happened yesterday I need to steer us to a different course—preferably without making me late for stable duty. Closing my eyes for a moment, I gather the clearest words I can find. “We need River, not me, leading the charge to close the magic’s leak. If you wish to help, then work out how to get the males’ memories back. I tried to force it yesterday, to make Coal feel the top of his own ear and… it didn’t end well.”

      Instead of the expected curiosity, Gavriel’s eyes widen for a moment. “No, I wouldn’t imagine it would.” The man’s brows pull together as if chastising a belligerent child. “Good stars, Leralynn. What made you think it wise to meddle in magic you don’t understand?”

      “Because I needed to show Coal what he is.” My chin rises. “I thought evidence of his origins would push Coal to override the amulet’s illusion.”

      “And instead the veil attacked him,” Gavriel snaps.

      Bile rises up my throat as I shove down the phantom echo of Coal’s agony-filled bellow. Attacked. Yes. That is what happened. When challenged, the amulet flooded Coal with pain until all traces of the attempt were ripped from his mind. I rub my face. How does one go about apologizing to someone who remembers nothing of the incident?

      Gavriel sighs, his voice softening. “It sounds as though the veil’s magic is fighting for its own survival. You are fortunate that—this time—your experiment ended with only a bit of pain.” Gavriel straightens his sweater which does little for his overall appearance. “I must point out that I’ve been telling you to forget the males all along. I do hope you’ve learned your lesson, Leralynn, and are ready to listen to the parameters of today’s mission.”

      My eyes narrow, my heart thudding against my ribs. “That’s it? Your solution to the veil’s attack on Coal is to ignore it?”

      “Coal isn’t the Protector,” Gavriel says with exaggerated patience. “You are. Now, I expect clear skies tonight, which you will certainly wish to take advantage of to…”

      I stop listening, the simmering heat filling my veins giving way to a roar. This is war, the amulet’s attack the first shot fired. And I… I can’t fight it on my own—clearly—not without making things worse by several magnitudes. Gavriel won’t help either. Which leaves one single course of action: wait for reinforcement from Lunos, hold the line until help comes. Eventually, with no contact or results, someone in the Elders Council will decide to send a scout to check on us. And if not the Council, Autumn surely will.

      I wish I had a way of getting in touch with Lunos, but I don’t, so I will make do. Being immortal, we’ve the time to wait—so long as I ensure we are all still here, alive and sane when help comes. So long as I don’t do more harm to the males than I’ve done already.

      “Are you listening?” Gavriel demands, his voice rising. “You are the Protector, Lera. The least you can do is pay attention.”

      My head snaps to him, the thoughts spinning in my mind finally stopping. Gavriel cares nothing for me or the males, for the fact that the five of us are shattering, each in our own way. And I’m done with him. With all of it. “No.” I meet the man’s eyes, my chin lifting. “I’m not your personal prophetic puppet.”

      Gavriel rocks back on his heels, as if struck. “But the Protector—“

      “I don’t care.” I step in front of Gavriel, cutting off the man’s path. My chest feels heavy, my nerves raw. If River were here, he’d probably be going over the wall come hell or high water. But he isn’t. I am. And the world is better—safer—without my meddling. That is a proven fact. “I don’t care about your prophesies, about the magic seeping into the mortal realm. I care about none of this. So leave. Me. Alone.”

      For the first time since I’ve met Gavriel, the man’s self-assurance falters, the depth of his disappointment in me clear in his eyes. When I start walking, the librarian doesn’t call after me.
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      Pulling open the stable door, which slides smoothly on well-oiled rails, I inhale the familiar, wonderful scent of horse and hay. The Academy’s grand stables are the largest I’ve seen, with long rows of large stalls, an overhanging loft with hay, and a grain room for storing oats and feed. True to what I’d expect of a military academy, everything is kept in simple, gleaming order, the rafters and stalls built from a pale pine wood that’s been polished to a high sheen, not a speck of dirt or hay out of place. The hostler, who is standing to meet me, is much less welcoming, his heavy-lidded gray eyes saying exactly how he feels about having to climb from his bed just to hold a pitchfork out to me.

      “This is your bloody punishment, not mine,” he mutters under his breath, thrusting the handle into my hand with more force than necessary. “Stalls are here. Horse shit is inside. Wheelbarrow is somewhere. If you’ve questions, figure them out yourself or ask the damn horses.”

      Right. I’m near certain the man is sleep-talking and cringe as he nearly walks into the wall on his way out into the cold and toward his bed. You’d think the stable hands would be grateful for the assistance of a student made to muck stalls for several hours daily, but at this hour of the morning, all bets are off.

      Closing the door behind him, I survey my battlefield, the pitchfork in my arms too heavy for my aching muscles. Curious heads of gorgeous horses hang out of their stalls, looking at me with a mix of curiosity and hope of an early breakfast. At the end of the aisle, I see a gorgeous gray stallion standing on the crossties, a tall and equally gorgeous young woman rubbing down the horse’s coat. From the looks of it, the pair were out exercising. I blink. Rub my eyes. “Katita?”

      The princess turns to scowl at me. “What are you doing here?”

      I raise my pitchfork in answer. “What are you doing here?”

      “I don’t like riffraff touching my things.” Unclipping the stallion, she walks him into a large corner stall and adds water to his bucket before closing the door. “Keep your hands off my horse,” she says, striding past me to the exit. “Don’t exercise him, don’t brush him, don’t bloody look at him.” Stopping with her finger on the handle, she turns, blond hair swinging in a perfect arc, blue-green eyes flashing. “Actually, that goes for everything that is mine. Stay away.”

      Right. I wait for the door to close behind Katita before shaking my head. I remember Katita’s cold eyes on me in Shade’s office yesterday as she ushered in Tye, and I think I know what “everything” she’s talking about. In the stall beside me, Coal’s stallion, Czar, glares at me, clearly relaying that trampling me into the ground would be his preferred way of spending the morning.

      “Get in line,” I mutter, reaching into my pocket. Empty. I’ve not been to the dining hall and thus have apples neither for the horses nor myself. Walking to the other side of the aisle, I burrow my face in my mare Sprite’s neck.

      Sprite snorts softly, her breath tickling my skin. At least someone here remembers me.

      “Let’s get your stall cleaned, girl.” I reach for the lead rope hanging at the perfect height for someone a head taller than me—and yelp like a cat with a stepped-on tail. If I thought reaching down to pull my boots on this morning was difficult, reaching up toward a hook is damn near impossible.

      “Good stars, lass, what are you doing?” Tye’s voice, coupled with the soft whisper of the opening door, jerks me around.

      Tye stands in front of the door, slid closed once again, studying me with a feline mischief in his emerald eyes that sends a wave of heat through my body. Even in the barn’s dim morning light, the male’s tall, muscular body, sharply angled features, and thick floppy red hair have an ethereal beauty that makes my head spin. Mine and everyone else’s at the Academy—I’m certain Katita has the male listed on her property inventory.

      “Have ye swallowed a stick?” Tye asks in his low, lilting drawl. Dressed in a tighter version of the Academy’s training grays, Tye moves with a stiffness few but I and the males would ever notice behind the well-rehearsed swagger. The memory of his bruised back—a whipping from River for sneaking out of the Academy with me—makes my jaw clench.

      The one damn thing you need to do in order to not make things worse, Lera. That includes not pitting the males against one another.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask Tye.

      Tye winks at me. “Looking for something I desperately need.”

      My skin heats, but I step back. I swear I can see through the thin fabric of Tye’s shirt to the injured flesh beneath. Do no harm. “You’ve an odd notion of what you think you need.”

      “No, I don’t think—I’m certain.” Tye points overhead to one of the sturdy horizontal beams crossing the aisle. “It’s one of the best bars in the place, outside the proper training grounds. Mother Shade won’t let me train on the outdoor setup because of the shoulder mishap, and I can’t afford to miss the morning. So, here we are.”

      Hopping up to the bar, Tye hangs loosely for a moment before pulling himself up in a slow, controlled arc. Touching his chest to the bar, the male then lowers himself down again, his body just as taut and controlled as before. Up again. Down. Up, his bare arms intricate fields of flexing, twitching muscles, though he hardly seems to be straining.

      Shaking off the hypnotizing perfection of Tye’s movement, I point my pitchfork toward his shoulder. “If Shade is so worried about your shoulder, why is he letting you train at all? It doesn’t seem like indoors should be any different from outdoors.”

      “Och, he isn’t.” Tye grins, swinging back and forth with increasing speed. When the male lets go, I barely have time to pull the pitchfork away before he lands a foot from me, his powerful thighs flexing slightly to absorb the landing. “But if he happens to stop by, I’ll just claim I came for this.” Leaning forward, Tye impertinently presses his warm mouth over mine.
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      I gasp, and Tye deftly brushes his tongue between my parted lips, inviting himself in. His warmth, his taste, are achingly familiar. My mouth tingles, the sensation racing through my nerves and spine. The male’s exercise-kindled heat spreads over my skin, his clean masculine scent filled with pine and citrus. Before I can consider the wisdom of what we’re doing, my treacherous body responds to Tye’s provocation, mouth opening to let him take me deeper. Pulling him against me until our bodies are flush, his breath hitching at the invitation.

      But he takes it no further than that, simply sweeping through my mouth with slow, savoring strokes. A sweet kiss. Kind. Delicious. Polite. But not predatory. The Tye my soul calls to claim my mouth and body—this one aims to please. Nothing more.

      I pull away, clearing my throat. “What was that about?”

      “A thank-you. For standing up to River last night.”

      I feel a flash of reflexive indignation—that Tye should give a kiss as a thank-you gift, assuming it’s wanted—but it sputters out just as quickly at the memory of Tye’s bruises. “It was too little too late.” I shake my head. Nothing I can say will make up for the stripes Tye wears because of me. In fact, probably the less of me he has in his life just now, the better. “I am sorry about your back. It looked painful.”

      “Lass.” Raising his hand to my face, Tye brushes a lock of hair aside, his thumb coarse as it scrapes my cheekbone. “It wasn’t my first thrashing. Or third. Or last. I little mind it once it’s over. And given the choice, I’ll take a thrashing over mucking stables.”

      I pull back. “I mind.”

      “I noticed.” The mix of concern and incredulity in Tye’s eyes—as if despite his own protective nature, the male can’t imagine another caring for what happens to him—tightens my chest. Shaking himself, Tye puts a knuckle under my chin and lifts my face, his mouth twitching mischievously as his tone lightens. “I also noticed you can’t move to save your life just now.” The thumb that traced my cheekbone moments earlier now presses against a neck muscle so sore that I rise onto my toes, a sudden exquisite pain rippling from Tye’s touch.

      “Stars take me.” I glare at the male. “That was a low blow.”

      Tye whistles. “Forget sore. You’re halfway crippled, lass.” Easing the pressure, Tye’s fingers spread to my shoulders, finding a whole field of agony-filled balls beneath my skin. Ignoring my yelping, Tye works the knots for a few minutes before shaking his head with a sigh. “There is no chance in hell you will be moving like anything resembling a human by morning training. That said, I think we might get you to be a slightly better imitation of a stick figure before Coal has a run at you. Come, I’ll stretch you out a mite.”

      “Oh no, you won’t.” I step back. The last time Tye stretched me—at the Council’s orders to lead serious training—the pain was enough to bring tears. As sweet as the male can be, he also takes anything athletic to absurdity. In an odd way, Coal is more gentle.

      A frown skitters over Tye’s perfect face, and for a second, I wonder if he’s remembering the same exercise. Then he shakes his mane of red hair, and the memory, if it was ever there, disappears from his gaze. “You’ll thank me later, I promise,” he says, his long arms collecting me easily. Turning me around until my back is toward him, Tye slides his hands down over my arms with tantalizing slowness.

      “Deep breath,” Tye says, pulling my arms open like wings, his hard body pressing into my back. His lips brush my ear, the hypnotic whisper tickling the sensitive skin within. “Twenty. Nineteen. Eighteen.” The pressure grows with each heartbeat, shifting between pain and molten pleasure. “Seventeen. Sixteen.”

      A soft moan escapes me. Then a hiss as the pressure keeps growing. Pain. We are definitely heading into pain. My shoulders. My arms. My chest. Everything. “That hurts.” I struggle against Tye’s hold, discovering it as unyielding as iron. “Let me go.”

      The bastard chuckles. “I’ve seen more flexible stones, you know.”

      “Then go torment them.” My words come between clenched teeth, only the solid feel of Tye’s body against my back grounding me to safety.

      “Breathe, lass,” Tye murmurs, a firm note of command beneath the sympathetic tone. “Halfway there.” Tye’s hips press into my lower back, arching me like a bow. “Nine. Eight. Sev—”

      “—tree was watching you?” a male voice calls from the outside, the noise getting closer to the stables. “Did it chase and bite you as well?”

      I jump away from Tye with a muffled yelp, suddenly painfully aware of how little I appear to be working right now—for all I know, River too actually measures the change in manure levels.

      “That’s not what I said,” a younger man answers, his adolescent voice breaking and strained. “I just felt watched. And then this happened.”

      Releasing me, Tye massages my arms as he returns them to my sides. By the time the barn doors open, the male and I are both busy distributing flakes of hay to the horses, my chest and shoulders tingling through recovery. They do feel better—though I won’t be telling Tye that.

      “Tell me one thing, Rusty, why is it that things just happen only to greenies?” A tall black-mustached guard in his forties steps aside to let Rusty through, their horses following. The young guard’s blue eyes glisten, his whole body hunching around one of his arms while he struggles to keep a stoic face. His reddish-blond hair is drenched in sweat, and his face is a sickly gray. The older guard whaps the back of the boy’s head. “You’ll find that no one here takes kindly to wild stories, so you might as well speak the truth. What are the pair of you doing here?” The last is barked at Tye and me.

      “The lass is here on punishment detail from Headmaster River,” Tye says, dropping the last of the hay in his arms into Sprite’s stall. “And I’m around to try and get under her skirts.” Tye grins so broadly that for a moment, both the guards and I only stand blinking like owls. By the time we return to our senses, Tye has already taken Rusty’s horse and subtly maneuvered his body between him and the older guard, creating an illusion of privacy. “What happened to ye, lad?”

      “N-nothing.” About sixteen, the boy shifts his weight from foot to foot, plainly mapping an escape route that I know Tye doesn’t intend to give him.

      “Stupidity,” the other guard calls, huffing as he goes about putting away his mount. “Mix a lack of wit with an abundance of imagination, and you can brew up anything.”

      Tye raises a brow, his gaze intent on Rusty’s tight face.

      Coming up on Rusty’s other side, I feel a sharp tang of corruption tickling my nose, similar to what I smelled on the sclices two days ago—when their own stench of rotting garbage wasn’t overpowering it—but different too. Something all its own. A quick glance at Tye shows his own nostrils flaring delicately, his emerald gaze concerned behind a mask of cavalier ease. The nothing that happened to Rusty doesn’t belong in the mortal realm. Another symptom of the cracking wards and ripping fabric. My heart pounds.

      Summoning the brightest smile the early morning allows, I reach for the boy’s arm. “Can I take a look?”

      “It’s nothing. Like Mic said.” Rusty tenses, readying to bolt. His blue eyes have grown even more glazed in the short time we’ve spent with him, darting about wildly.

      “Rusty,” Tye drawls, jerking his chin toward me. “Which would ye say rates higher on the cadet—the breasts or backside?”

      “What?” Rusty and I say in unison.

      Tye’s gaze sharpens on mine for a heartbeat, somehow holding both a warning and an apology, and flicks to Rusty’s arm. By the time the silent order registers, the male is already back to blinking conspiratorially at Rusty. “I’d rank the breasts higher myself, but with those curves, it’s a tough call.”

      The boy’s face reddens.

      Tuning out discussion I will castrate Tye for later, I peel away Rusty’s sleeve. Patches of bubbled yellow skin cover the boy’s forearm, looking almost like wrong-colored burns. Several of the sores grow before my eyes, the leaking pus carrying a corrupted stench that makes my stomach churn.

      “Master Shade warned me to watch for poison oak around these parts,” Tye says, loudly enough to ensure the boy’s partner overhears. “I wouldn’t risk Shade’s wrath myself by keeping this from him, but that’s me.”

      “That is no poison oak,” I mutter once the pair of guards departs. “That’s—” I don’t finish my sentence. That is exactly the mess I need to be steering clear from until someone who can differentiate his ass from his elbow—magically speaking—can draw me a bloody map. With my track record, I’d trek the that all over the Academy.

      “I’ll pass word to Shade about Rusty,” Tye says, his voice low. “If the lad doesn’t find the infirmary, it will find him. But that’s as far as I go. Challengers have been barred from the Prowess Trials for lesser reasons than meddling in fae craft.”

      “The Prowess Trials are—” I catch myself cold, Coal’s agony-filled scream echoing again through my memory. I’d been about to blurt something unamendable, telling Tye that his Prowess Trial track is nothing but a spun illusion.

      “Are what?” Tye says.

      “Are coming up sometime after Ostera celebrations, right?” Reclaiming my pitchfork, I busy myself with cleaning a stall, breathing deep against sudden panic. This is further proof that I have to be careful—very careful. Perhaps keep clear of the males altogether until I can get my tongue under control. The veil’s magic is no jest. Just as my veil kept memories of Zake alive in Leralynn’s new backstory, Tye’s veil didn’t invent Prowess Trials for him—it built on wounds already there.

      Once, before the quint call bonded him to River and the others, Tye was destined for the top athletic title in Lunos. He and his family had given up everything for Tye’s training, including his connection to the tiger that his soul yearned to shift into. Tye was a commoner born into nothing, whose talent and training and sacrifice let him challenge the crown prince himself. Or would have let him, if the night before the final challenge, the prince—in a message left in Tye’s mother’s blood and broken bones—hadn’t forced Tye to forfeit the game forever.

      Yes, the Tye standing before me remembers nothing of that, but the wounds went nowhere. The Prowess Trials are the magic’s stand-in, and ripping Tye from them just might tear his soul into bloody strips.

      Realizing Tye is waiting me to say something, I clear my throat. “The Prowess Trials are something. I little blame you for doing what you must.”

      Tye steps back toward the wall, though he keeps from actually leaning back against it. For a while, neither of us says a word as I return to my work. Scoop manure. Toss it into the wheelbarrows. Hold back the wince of pain the movement evokes. Repeat.

      Finally, Tye clears his throat. “I am not bedding Princess Katita, in case you’re wondering.”

      My heart skips a beat. “I wasn’t.”

      He grins, but I can feel the tension behind the jest. “Of course you were.”

      I give Tye a vulgar gesture, which only makes him grin wider and jump right back onto the overhead bar, this time raising and holding his legs at a right angle to the floor. “I’m not going to bed you either,” he adds, his attention on his bar.

      My hands tighten on the pitchfork. Instead of mucking Sprite’s stall, I set my sights on one farther away and walk toward it with purpose. There is simply no response to that bit of presumptuousness, especially when it happens to be true. We aren’t going to sleep together—and not just for whatever reasons he’s come up with.

      “Lass.” When I look over my shoulder, I find Tye still hanging above the ground, trying and nearly succeeding in holding on to his cocky expression. Almost. I know the male too well to buy the lightness and smiles, not when my own immortal senses let me see the heaviness behind his gaze no matter how far down the stable aisle I am. “It isn’t anything against you,” he says, the reason behind this morning visit suddenly becoming clear. A thank-you. An acknowledgment. And a line drawn in the sand. He clears his throat, his vibrant green eyes suddenly shadowed. “My training and entanglements don’t work. Trust me, I’ve tried. Some things are best said up-front. What we did the other night… That can’t happen again.”

      I grit my teeth and force my shoulders into a shrug, ignoring the trickle of acid in my throat. Of course it can’t happen again—I’ve already come to the same conclusion myself. The kissing and more against that tree hadn’t been real, and I let myself enjoy them anyway. I’ve no regrets. But it burns to hear him say it, as if it’s his decision alone. As if I hadn’t been the one who’d warned him not to read anything into the kiss.

      And all of a sudden, with a surge of anger that simmers my blood, I realize that I’ve made yet another—more grievous—miscalculation. While wondering whether the males would still care for me without the magic’s bond, I’d overlooked the fact that I might not care for them. And this Tye, who thinks his kiss is a thank-you gift I should savor, I don’t like one bit.

      Reaching the other end of the stable, I look at Tye over the thick metal prongs of my pitchfork. “Message received. Now, I’d appreciate you choosing some other place to tempt Shade’s wrath. Unlike Princess Katita and her ladies, I find little amusement in watching you strut about like a cock at sunrise and even less in explaining to River why my work isn’t done.”
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        5. Lera

      

      

      

      I think I might actually be moving better by the time I head across the neatly trimmed grass and raked sand of the training yard toward Coal’s morning sparring lesson, groups of gray-clad students and shouting instructors blurring in my side vision. I wonder whether Tye attends morning practice as well, and what the poor human in charge of him makes of the male. Lack of qualification—that is one problem my sparring instructor certainly doesn’t have.

      I, on the other hand, do. What I—usually—have in physical prowess, I make up for with a desperate lack of academic preparation. The veil might have convinced the Academy that I’ve had an educated, noble upbringing, but it didn’t condescend to make me read better or do sums without the help of my fingers. I’ve already heard mutters on that score, my too-sharp hearing eagerly picking up hurtful tidbits. I turn my face up, letting the warm sun and clear sky lighten my mood. After the soggy disaster of yesterday, at least the weather seems to be on my side today.

      The weather, however, quickly reveals itself as my only ally. As class starts, the difference between “moving better” and “keeping up with Coal” is as clear as the clouds. My mind functions little better, unable to shake Tye and River from my thoughts no matter what I do—the former’s cocky assumption that I’d want to bed him in the first place, that he was letting me down. The latter’s cold gaze across the morning courtyard, gray eyes so neutral that I almost couldn’t recognize my own commander in them. Where does the veil’s magic end and the truth of the males’ nature begin? Where was that line when the magic bonded us in Lunos? How are—

      “Osprey!” Coal snaps just as my practice sword bounces pitifully off Katita’s own raised blade. “Are you attacking or giving her a bloody massage?” He glares at me with piercing blue eyes, as professorial and distant as if yesterday never happened. Clad in his usual black leather in defiance of any uniform and wrapped in his masculine metallic scent, he crosses his sculpted arms over his broad chest—the same chest I felt against my skin yesterday, when the powerful beast Coal keeps leashed tangled with my own.

      Unbidden heat floods my core, my sex clenching around the emptiness that so recently throbbed around Coal. Instructor. Cadet. Not happening unless you want to be squirming before River again. Or worse. You aren’t in Lunos and won’t be until help comes.

      The princess grins, white teeth flashing in a perfect face. “It must be the latter, sir,” Katita says, sweeping her sword into a wide arc before threading it like a needle between my body and sword arm. Arms thus wrapped, Katita yanks me close enough to murmur into my ear, “Though I do prefer my ladies-in-waiting to bathe in water, not horse piss. Just to let you know for the future.”

      I stumble as Katita shoves away from me, her coldly beautiful face shifting to deferential respect quicker than any warrior’s strike as she glances at Coal. “Might you work with me instead today, sir? I have been having difficulty with a lunge-attack sequence for some time, and nothing I do seems to fix it.”

      Coal’s brilliant blue gaze weighs me, my throat tightening at the mess I know he sees. A rumpled, too-large uniform stained with sweat and manure from the stable, shaking arms that keep dropping the blade, shoulder curled in to protect my aching body. Worse still, with me standing beside the princess whose every line oozes power and self-confidence, the resemblance between me and a drowned rat is hard to miss.

      Even knowing all that, it still hurts when Coal nods to Katita and plucks my practice blade right out of my hand. “Osprey, join Arisha for basic strength work,” the warrior says, pointing to where my segregated roommate friend is attempting to conquer push-ups. Without waiting for my response, Coal squares off with Katita, his gaze intent on the princess’s movement as she walks him through the troublesome combination.

      Keeping my face a stone, I find a place beside Arisha and drop gracelessly to the ground. She turns her head to look up at me, her scrunched brow damp with sweat, her brown hair sticking out wildly from her head in two collapsing braids. I smile in commiseration, but she only looks away quickly, focusing on her shaking arms. I swallow a stab of hurt. Ever since I returned to our dorm room last night, she’s been acting differently—quieter, not looking at me full-on. Almost like…almost like she’s scared of me.

      “Arisha—”

      “Silence on the pitch,” Coal calls out without pausing his movements.

      As I straighten into a basic push-up position, I’m hard-pressed to say what hurts more, my protesting muscles or the sight of Coal and Katita dancing with blades. Their matching blond hair gleaming in the sunlight—Katita’s flowing behind her in a ponytail, Coal’s in a tight knot—their paired beauty is almost painful to look at. I can sense the males of our group trying not to watch Katita as determinedly as I try not to watch Coal. Her smooth midriff shows each time she parries high, her hips flaring in perfect proportion from her slim waist.

      Watching Katita’s sharp, crisp strokes, I suddenly wish that King Zenith’s daughter and heir to the Ckridel throne was less well trained, less diligent, less bloody perfect as she faces down one of Lunos’s greatest fighters without a shred of fear. When Coal lands smarting blows on the princess’s shoulders and ribs and thighs, Katita takes the rebukes with gracious nods of acknowledgment even as they make her wince. Damn her. That’s our dance, Coal’s and mine.

      Or maybe it isn’t. Maybe crossing blades with Coal was special to me, but to him—to the male who’s lived with a sword for centuries—I’ve always been just another novice to be trained.

      I try to straighten my arms too quickly, my palms slipping to send me face-first into the sand. Grains of grit fill my mouth and eyes, which—from the sound of nearby chuckles—must look much as it feels. The one and only class in the day where Cadet Leralynn of Osprey has something of worth to offer, and I’m failing even that. Right in front of Coal.

      I struggle up again, my back sagging in a form so poor that a child would mark it. Face tingling, I watch Coal switch drills and continue down the line of cadets to make correction to form. Every time the warrior’s muscled hands align a student’s shoulders or settle on a cadet’s hips to twist them into proper position, his blue eyes a wall of professionalism, a claw rakes over my chest. It little helps that the women of the group can’t hide their pleasure at Coal’s attention. One, a slight, black-haired first-year, even seems to press into Coal’s hands like a purring tabby cat.

      Back in Lunos, Autumn once jested that she could name a dozen females who’d likely find release just from seeing the bastard naked—plainly, Coal’s allure is no less strong in the mortal lands. Masculinity streams off him in his scent, his chiseled features, his bare, corded arms. Arms that didn’t hesitate in flipping me over and taking me from behind only yesterday—

      “He is an instructor,” Arisha says, her voice so low that even I can barely hear. Crunching up to touch her elbows to her knees, she waits for me to mirror the position, her cheeks flushed under their constellation of freckles.

      My heart jumps, my abdominal muscles protesting so vividly that I see stars in the brilliant blue sky. “What?”

      “Master Coal. He is an instructor. Instructors teach.” Arisha follows my gaze to where Coal stands behind one of the female cadets, his broad palms bracing her arms as he guides her upper body to follow through a blow. “I’m saying it doesn’t mean anything other than that.”

      My body tightens, my skin blazing. Arisha couldn’t possibly have smelled what happened between Coal and me yesterday, which means my current pining is pathetic enough for her to have taken notice. “So long as I’m not in his sights, I little care what he does.” I bite off my words, then instantly wish I could take them back. Arisha may be unable to run across the road without getting winded, but the girl is no idiot. She deserves better. I sigh. “I’m not blind to beautiful bodies. So long as I keep fantasy and reality well separated, there is little harm in looking.”

      “Hmm.” The girl makes a noncommittal sound, and I excuse myself to get some water before Arisha can share any more of her too on-point thoughts.
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      Coal turned his back to Lera lest she caught the hint of amusement that made the corner of his mouth twitch. After the smooth athletic sword dance of the previous afternoon, today the girl couldn’t so much as lift her arms. Her smooth curves and lean muscles were a stiff, strained mess. Anyone who’d trained hard knew the feeling, which made it entertaining to watch another suffer through the same fate.

      On the sand in front of him again, Princess Katita brought her practice blade to ready guard, her keen teal eyes watching for an opening that Coal supposed he should give her. Let the princess try to mount an attack. Maybe see how well Katita could split her attention between offense and defense when the pace picked up. The princess was certainly trying, working with her whole heart. She deserved more than Coal’s bored indulgence, no matter how well he knew he hid it.

      Coal’s jaw tightened with irritation at himself. He had two dozen students in the corral and yet couldn’t keep his thoughts from swirling around Lera—who wasn’t even training today.

      Before him, Katita took the offered weakness and attacked, her body moving with all the technique a training master could demand. Plainly, the princess not only had had good trainers but had also put in the work to go along with instruction—and yet as far as a conversation of blades, Coal had little to say to Katita’s perfectly textbook movements.

      Especially after he’d crossed blades with Leralynn the previous afternoon.

      And then done more than that. Unbidden, the memory of Lera moving beneath him in the cave’s moist air gripped Coal’s cock. Even now, he couldn’t help seeing how Lera’s full breasts had bounced with his movements, her chest heaving with desperate breaths, her taut legs wrapped around his waist like a vise. It almost felt like it’d happened to a different person—like a different man’s cock had been buried to the hilt in all that lilac-scented warmth—especially since it could never happen again.

      Unable to help himself, Coal glanced over to where Lera was doing basic strength training with Arisha. Her rich auburn braid swung over her shoulder as she lowered into push-ups, the choppiness of her usually ethereal movement so absurdly unlike her that it was all Coal could do to keep from cracking a smile—especially as Lera fell halfway through a push-up, landing with her face in the sand. Watching her sit up and rub the dirt away, Coal waited for the string of colorful curses that was sure to come.

      Instead, the girl’s skin darkened as she struggled back into plank form, her jaw tightening with humiliation.

      The amusement faded from Coal’s chest so quickly that he nearly left a welt on Katita’s unprotected shoulder for no reason beyond his own distraction. Surely Lera understood that soreness after yesterday’s ordeal was normal. Not a sign of weakness. Not a sign of anything beyond the effort she’d put in to withstand the misery he put her through.

      The color of Leralynn’s skin said otherwise. She gritted her teeth as she started moving jerkily again, injured pride and frustration rolling off her in waves. Stars take him. What did the girl expect? Yet even knowing that Lera’s demands of herself were unrealistic, Coal could no longer take any gentle humor in her predicament. Or forgive himself for not having watched closer, for anticipating a reaction from a girl who was anything but predictable.

      Especially after River told Coal what she’d done last night.

      Lera had tried to protect him. Offered to face something terrifying, just to spare Coal—the man who’d just punished her. What woman did that? It had shaken River enough that he’d shared the conversation with Coal—along with his suspicion that someone had hurt Lera before. Having seen the scars Lera’s old master left on her, Coal knew River’s guess was right. When the time was right, when trust was rebuilt, Coal would need to work with her through that. A fighter couldn’t freeze up in terror at the thought of being struck—an echoing circumstance could too easily come up in battle.

      “Rotate!” Coal called over the training grounds, turning his face up to the wind while the cadets scurried to new positions. He’d acted like an idiot. Again. He should have anticipated Lera’s unrealistic expectations of her body, done something to subtly defuse her pain. Instead, Coal had let the whole class watch her flail.

      The bloody reality was that Coal deserved the very thing Lera had spared him from. He was an instructor. He’d been responsible for every breath she took yesterday. And instead of protecting the girl, Coal had let his cock do the thinking. Leralynn had been weak and hurt and exhausted. She hadn’t been thinking straight—but he should have been.

      A rush of heat slashed through Coal’s core, making his cock twitch in memory of Lera’s blazing, clenching sex. He certainly hadn’t been thinking yesterday; he’d been…reacting. The scent of Lera’s arousal had woken something primal inside him, the strength radiating from her matching the power coiled in his own soul. The bedding hadn’t been gentle. It had been raw and exhilarating and made him feel more alive than he had since escaping the islanders.

      It was how Coal had imagined bedding the woman who’d helped him survive captivity would be.

      “Nothing of consequence happened here today,” Leralynn had told Coal in the cave. That might have been true for her, but not him. Coal had wanted her so deeply that his soul howled with the need. Still did. Not that it mattered.

      The sound of cracking wood and gasping students jerked Coal’s attention back to the corral. With a start, Coal realized that he’d not only taken a swing at a practice post, but hit the wood hard enough to shatter the practice blade. Stars take him. “Can I help you all?” he demanded, the students scattering back to position at once.

      Grabbing a fresh sword, Coal snuck a final glance at where Lera was doing push-ups again. Coal had hurt her. Many times over. And now he could offer no comfort. Because it wasn’t his place to. And because he didn’t know how.

      Putting distance between them was the only path to take. “Rik, Puckler,” Coal called, waiting for Katita’s bulky cousins to take a place before him. The twins had inherited much of the princess’s status and arrogance without the wits or work ethic to go with them. Bringing up the tip of his blade, Coal decided to see how many times he might make the pair blunder into each other before the bell rang.
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        7. Lera

      

      

      It takes three full days before I can move normally again, and I’m surprised to discover how easily I’ve slipped into the invisibility that saved me most of my life before I met the males. Aside from the uncomfortable conversation about Coal, Arisha still seems to be keeping a distance from me, finding reasons to be out of the room whenever I’m there and reading through meals. I try not to let it hurt too much—but I miss her. Even in the short time I’ve known her, her easy, clumsy friendliness was a welcome balm against the coldness of the Academy. Perhaps she’s discovered that I attract too much trouble. I can hardly blame her there, especially since Tye, Coal, and River have plainly come to the same conclusion and stay clear of me as well. With no injury to complain of, I see nothing of Shade at all.

      At least I’m not making things worse for everyone, which should count for something.

      With dinner approaching, the keep has raised a rich gold standard in place of the morning red, marking the Academy’s daily shift from a military protocol to the evening palace court atmosphere. Around me, the manicured courtyard walkways are filled with cadets in attire suited for their high birth—long satin and taffeta gowns in every color of the rainbow, carefully made-up faces and gleaming hair. Clusters of young women move together toward the dining hall, laughing and whispering as they eye matching clusters of men in crisp evening suits. Lifting my face into the breeze that seems to forever course through the open spaces on this exposed hilltop, I inhale the scent of young grass and fresh-cut shrubbery, the satin magenta dress I’ve chosen sliding coolly over my hips.

      I scowl at my choice of attire. The open back and thigh-high slit give the long sleeves no chance to offer protection against the elements, which take perverse delight in perking my nipples—a fact I notice the same time as a boy walking toward me does, his gaze sliding across my chest and hips. I hug my books to my chest, ending the show, my body too new and foreign for me to feel comfortable in.

      If Autumn were here, she’d enjoy taking in the different fashions of the Continental Alliance kingdoms, from the billowing skirts with bamboo ribbing favored by the ladies in the north to the sensual, revealing silks of the southern kingdoms. If Autumn were here, she’d likely have me decked out like a new doll each day. Except, she isn’t.

      “Perhaps Osprey is weak of mind?” a girl’s voice says. For a moment, I think someone is beside me, but quickly realize my immortal ears are a little too adept at picking up conversations—this one being carried from a group of ladies ten paces away.

      “I believe she is bright enough,” the girl’s companion answers thoughtfully. “It’s something else.”

      Ah, that would be the growing commentary about my class performance.

      A third girl clicks her tongue. “She’s simply spoilt. Allowed to indulge in swords and horses with no mind paid to tutors—I’ve a brother of that same ilk. Too bad for her Master River will not put up with such nonsense for long.”

      I quicken my step to get out of earshot, the mere mention of River’s name sending an uncomfortable shiver though me. I’ve barely seen him in three days, and when I have, he’s as remote as ever. I shudder to imagine his response when my lack of prior education does finally reach his attention. My attempt to sit in on one of Arisha’s tutoring sessions with Tye diffused any desire to try that route again—and not just because my body and mind couldn’t agree whether I wanted to kill the male or kiss him. The reality is that with math skills extending little beyond sums and only enough reading ability to make out instructions, the whole mess was as humiliating as it was useless. My failure to turn in an assignment for Master Erik’s Understanding Islanders’ Goals and Strategies has already earned me extra work, which I’ve no way of completing. By week’s end, I’ll be in the same predicament with Master Briar’s mathematics.

      How the bloody hell am I supposed to stay in the Academy long enough for Lunos to send help when I can’t do even the basic coursework? I want to tear off the amulet around my neck and grind it into the dirt. Why did it give me a student persona if I had no ability to be a student? Why not make me something more suitable? A scullery maid, perhaps, or a stable hand.

      The dormitories are deserted by the time I make it there, with everyone already at dinner. Holding up my books as a ready explanation should any stranger wonder why I’m walking in the wrong direction, I climb the external stone stairs to my floor, then walk quickly down the torch-lined hallway to my bedchamber. Perhaps I might skip dinner altogether today, keeping the empty room company and sparing Arisha awkward conversation.

      Sliding my key into the lock, I feel my body stiffen at the lack of resistance. The door is open. My heart quickens, my senses wakening. Arisha would have been in last, and she never forgets to lock a door. Or fold a shirt. Or anything except how to braid hair and swing a sword.

      Reaching to draw the boot knife Coal gifted me back in Lunos, I find the sheath empty and swear softly. I used the blade in the stables to cut the twine, and after getting distracted with Czar throwing a fit over Sprite being in heat, I never tucked the weapon back. Damn it. Forcing myself to breathe, I slowly open the door and inhale the stench of undiluted terror.

      Arisha. Rushing inside, I find the girl pressed tightly against one of the dorm room’s high white walls, her small freckled face drained of blood.

      “Arisha—?”

      “Shh.” She seems unwilling—or unable—to move a muscle, even to turn her head in my direction. Dressed in nothing but smallclothes—a white chest wrap and undershorts—with her uniform grays folded neatly on the bed, the girl seems to have been in the middle of changing for dinner when…

      When what?

      Dropping the books to the floor, I survey the room…and see nothing. With the smell of Arisha’s fear so thick, I can sense little else on that front as well.

      “Behind you,” Arisha whispers, still not moving a muscle. Her blue eyes are wide, her chest rising with shallow rapid breaths. “Under the bed. Move very, very slowly or it will—” She gasps as a low growl fills the room. “It doesn’t like movement.”

      My back tightens, my body shifting protectively between Arisha and the bed as I glance around for a weapon. “What is it?” I ask in a voice too calm to be mine.

      “I don’t know.” She swallows. “But it has teeth. And yellow eyes. And…a tail. Gray.”

      Eyes, teeth, tail. A feather of disbelief runs down my spine. Turning around, I narrow my eyes into the under-bed darkness.

      “Grrrrr.” The darkness replies in a lupine whine I know too well.
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      My eyes widen, my heart stuttering for a beat before leaving my chest. The instinctive unbearable longing to throw my arms around Shade’s warm neck flashes through my soul, stopping short against a cold kind of terror. Arisha already thinks something is wrong with me. How do I explain a bloody wolf in our room? If she makes an accusation… If Arisha makes an accusation, it won’t be just my head in the noose. River will have the whole guard searching for Shade’s wolf. And if he keeps being this reckless, eventually they’ll find him.

      Think, I order myself, drawing a covert breath. Think, think, think.

      Facts race through my mind, shifting like rules in a mathematics formula. Shade is under my bed. No, Shade’s wolf is under my bed. Arisha has seen the animal, and I can’t make her unsee him.

      “That’s my dog,” I blurt to fill the pounding silence. “Ruffle. I didn’t think he’d follow me all the way from Osprey. I’m so sorry he scared you, Arisha.”

      The girl points a trembling finger at my bed. “That thing isn’t a dog.”

      “I mean, he’s tame. Like a dog.” I need to do better. How does one make a humongous wolf seem harmless? Grabbing a pitcher of water from the small hanging shelf in the room, I head for Shade’s hiding spot. “Look. I’ll show you.”

      Before I can reconsider the wisdom of what I’m about to do, I swing the pitcher, emptying the cold liquid into the growling darkness.

      Arisha’s high-pitched screech hurts my ears, the noise mercifully stopping a heartbeat later when a large yellow-eyed wolf belly-crawls from beneath my bed and shakes himself off, hundreds of tiny droplets flying at both me and my bedding.

      Shade’s wolf tilts his head as if finding the concept of a talking girl to be fascinatingly curious, his black muzzle opening into a gentle, easy-to-please pant. Then, with great lumbering laziness, the beast arches his back down, indulging in an extended stretch.

      Arisha whimpers.

      “See? He’s friendly.” The words tumble from my mouth and I beg the stars to make them true. The amulet around my neck remains cool, spinning no veil to explain Shade’s appearance. A wolf belongs in the mortal world, after all. Even if he’ll be hunted. My voice turns desperate. “Please. Just let me introduce you. He won’t hurt you. Won’t hurt anyone. But I don’t know what Masters River and Sage might do if they find him.”

      “Wait.” Arisha closes her eyes and draws several deep breaths, her strained breathing filling the silence. When she opens them again, her shoulders are set in a fair imitation of bravery, though her hands wring each other until they’re bone white. “Is it… Stars. I can’t.” She shakes her head. “I shouldn’t say—”

      On the other side of the room, Shade is now circling in place, his wet nose chasing a slowly moving tail. When Arisha takes a step, however, the wolf snaps his teeth, and she cowers back against the wall. I swallow a curse. Shade’s wolf scents my fear and, with no one else in the room, has concluded Arisha to be its source.

      “Stop that,” I snap at Shade. Turning back to Arisha, I hold out my hands placatingly. “What were you going to say?”

      “Is that your f-familiar?” Arisha says quickly.

      “A familiar?” I blink in bewilderment. “Like…in children’s tales about witches?”

      She nods, her face reddening.

      “I’m not a witch.” I clear my throat, not sure how to react. “Witches aren’t actually real. I mean, so far as I know.” In Arisha’s defense, witches figure in human tales and legends as much as fae, the difference being that the latter aren’t fiction.

      “No. Of course not. I know that,” Arisha says quickly, then cringes at her own words. “I mean, I’m not gullible—I just didn’t want to assume things.”

      “For the record, I understand what you just said about as well as I understand my mathematics homework.”

      Arisha rubs her face. “Well, we’ve proof of fae and not witches, but how can one prove that something doesn’t exist? It’s like proving a negative. You can’t prove a negative. And that isn’t a dog. There has to—”

      “You are babbling,” I tell Arisha.

      “And you are fae,” she shoots back. “So that makes us even.”

      Silence settles through the room. Arisha hugs herself. I cross my arms over my chest, my head cold and blank. Shade growls. The silence grows thicker, heavier. Outside our tall open window, the slowly lowering sun casts a warm peachy light over the spring evening—a bizarre contrast to the tension in this room.

      Something. I have to do something. Say something. But what?

      Arisha covers her face with her hands, rubbing her forehead. When she speaks, her voice shakes slightly, as if she’s fighting her own better judgment. “Gavriel is my uncle. So I know…everything.” She lowers her hands. “It’s not just gossip. I’m training for the Guild, so he had good reason tell me. And yes, I know it’s forbidden to interfere, but whoever wrote that rule wasn’t stuck in a room with—” She waves her hand at Shade’s wolf, now snapping at a fly daring to buzz around his head, “Ruffle.”

      I drop onto my bed, sitting right atop a still very damp Shade, who somehow managed to sprawl across the covers when I wasn’t paying attention. The wolf huffs his displeasure before shifting over. A hollow ringing fills my ears, as if someone just struck me over the head with a club. “How long?” I ask.

      Arisha looks at her bare feet. “Two day after you came. When you were out with Coal.”

      “Is that why you—” I pause as the rest of the words Arisha said finally catch up with me. “What did you say about not interfering?”

      “The Guild is not supposed to do anything to influence any fae that might cross—it’s one of the Guild’s tenets,” says Arisha, plainly regaining her footing with a chance to offer up information, reminding me so much of Autumn for a brief moment that my chest squeezes. “The ancients were very clear on wanting no fraternization between the worlds, hence the wards and Mystwood and all. And more practically, it keeps the peace. Without the noninterference vow, you’d have the whole Guild maneuvering to try to influence the Protector instead of cooperating and sharing knowledge.”

      “Wait.” I hold up my hand. “What you are describing is not Gavriel.”

      “You’re telling me,” she says with a snort. “That’s why the Guild threw him out… He didn’t tell you that part, did he?”

      “No.”

      Arisha blushes. “It looks like I’m little better. Stars. All the rules make so much sense on parchment, but reality is never quite so clean.”

      “Is this why you’ve been avoiding me?” I ask, biting my lip. I hadn’t realized just how much I’d been missing Arisha’s friendship until this moment.

      The wave of relief rushing through me at Arisha’s nod makes me sink into Shade’s fur.

      Shade.

      I straighten up, suddenly remembering how we got into this conversation. “So, about the wolf. Could you possibly not mention him to, well, anyone?”

      Arisha eyes Shade warily. With his head resting on furry paws, the wolf seems to be following the conversation, one long ear flickering now and again. With new attention suddenly on him, Shade lifts his black snout and sneezes, sending a new cloud of gray fur and lupine drool into the air.

      “Is he really a pet from Lunos?” Arisha asks, her face filled with momentary curiosity before her eyes widen again. With a shriek, she rushes to grab the bedspread off her cot, hastily covering her still mostly naked body. “It’s one of them, isn’t it? One of the four males. Stars. Coal? Is that Coal in our room? Did you empty a pitcher of water on bloody Coal? I was already doing badly enough in his lessons—”

      “It’s not Coal,” I say quickly. “I promise.”

      Arisha’s gaze narrows. “But it is one of them?”

      I wince. So much for keeping my head down until rescue arrives. “Shade.”

      “I’ll never step into the infirmary again without turning so red I set the walls on fire,” Arisha whispers hoarsely.

      “If it makes you feel better, Shade won’t be aware of this. I mean, the version of Shade you think you know doesn’t know he’s fae, much less that he shifts into a wolf now and again.” I drop flat onto my mattress, ignoring the wolf’s indignant rumble. If he wants to take up the entire mattress, then he can hardly complain when I use him for a footrest. “It’s a mess all around.”

      Arisha tilts her head in consideration. “All right. So will you tell Shade the truth? I imagine waking with a belly full of meat—or whatever that beast you are using as a pillow does with its teeth—is rather disconcerting.”

      “If I accused you of being fae while also claiming that everything you think you know about your life is an utter lie and that you secretly turn into a wild beast, what would you do?”

      “At best, I’d think you daft. At worst… I’d think you were conjuring an accusation as a threat—that you are thinking of making the claim to the inquisitors.” Arisha winces. “And by the time those inquisitor bastards are done seeking proof—wait. Proof. What if you had proof?”

      “I tried that,” I say, recounting what happened when I forced Coal to touch his own ear, my stomach turning at his phantom screams. “The veil magic is fighting for its survival, and I think it attacks when cornered. That means I stay the hell clear of anything that might provoke it until someone who knows what they are doing comes.”

      “Right.” Arisha nods slowly. “For all we know, each time the veil reacts, it might grow stronger, like a muscle. All right, so no placing the males in the crossfire between the real truth and the veil magic’s truth.”

      I bite my lip. “What if I didn’t tell Shade that he is fae, but just took off the amulet to show him who I am?”

      “He’d likely turn you in, Lera,” says Arisha. “Or else be in danger just for knowing the truth. It seems that when the males absorbed their veil amulets, they truly inherited the fictional personas. If the amulet is fighting to keep the veil’s illusion alive, it may very well compel Shade to turn you in, just to protect itself.”

      I curse softly. Arisha has a point.

      “We’ll work this out,” she says softly.

      I tense, turning my head to find her gaze. “We?”

      “We.” Arisha stands, squaring her shoulders before remembering she is still half-naked and yelping as she snatches up her sheet. “If I’m going to break some of the Guild rules, I might as well break all of them. Unless you’d rather I not—”

      Bouncing off my bed, I throw my arms around Arisha, holding her slim body so tightly that I’m not sure the girl can breathe. “I want we,” I say into Arisha’s shoulder, not realizing my eyes are stinging until I blink back the moisture. “I want there to be a ‘we’ very, very much.”

      The dong of the dinner bell breaks us apart in a distant reminder that the Academy’s life is flowing on, whether we are ready or not. Despite my assuredness that Shade will have no memory of what his wolf sees, Arisha insists I keep his attention while she changes into evening attire.

      “Go on ahead,” I tell Arisha, helping her tie the back laces of her midnight-blue gown. “I want a few more moments with this beast.”

      A quarter hour later, I’m within scenting distance of the dining hall—the smells of roasted lamb and baked apples making my stomach growl—when a horse’s distant whinny reminds me of the knife I forgot in the stable. At once, my weaponless boot feels too light. Promising my stomach that lamb is not far off, I turn down a narrow courtyard path toward the tall row of flowering mountain laurels separating the Academy’s east and west sides, the plants’ thick fragrance enveloping me as I pass.

      My delicate high-laced boots and low-backed magenta dress look as out of place on the dirt-packed trails as the cadets’ training grays seem in the luxurious breakfast hall. My stomach growls. Picking up the pace, I hurry toward the stables, the vast training corrals—perfectly mowed and raked for the coming morning—ghostly around me. Everyone is eating—cadets, guards, hostlers. Everyone except me.

      I freeze, quickly amending my assessment.

      Everyone except me and whoever is shrieking inside the barn.
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        9. Lera

      

      

      Pulling the stable door open, I brace myself for the sight of a rampaging stallion knocking some unfortunate soul into the wall. Instead, amidst the sweet-smelling hay and the warmth of the horses’ scent, I find Princess Katita’s three cousins—the dark, heavyset twins, Puckler and Rik, and the slightly older Lord Nolan—surrounding the scrawny page everyone calls Rabbit. With Nolan gripping the front of his shirt, the nine-year-old lad stands on his toes, shaking in fair imitation of his namesake. A livid bruise peeking out from beneath the threadbare fabric of his tunic matches the set of leather reins in Puckler’s meaty fist.

      Hot fury rushes though me, my face and muscles blazing while my magic thrashes against its shackles.

      Puckler raises the leather again, Nolan maneuvering the boy to make him into a better target.

      Rabbit cringes, bracing himself while hiccupping little sobs escape his throat.

      “Belay that!” My bellow echoes through the stable, turning heads, human and equine alike. My fists curling at the sides of my flowing dress, I advance on the group. The rage inside me is so loud, I hear it whistling in my ears. Inside me, River’s shackled earth magic pounds fiercely enough to bring down the barn if given the chance.

      Still holding on to the front of Rabbit’s shirt, Lord Nolan turns to flash a set of crooked teeth at me. “If you bothered to look first and speak later, you’d know we are doing the lad a favor.” The tallest of the bunch, Nolan has a thin blond mustache, a nose too pointy for his face, and an expensive jacket cut to make the most of his lean features. The cadet’s gaze slithers across my body before finding my face. I can almost feel the oily trail left by his hard green eyes. Pulling a thick gold sigil from his pocket, Nolan flashes the piece at me. “The little shit picked this from my pocket. Now he is paying for it. Unless, of course, you think I should report him to Commander River instead?” Nolan’s small eyes gleam at the boy. “How would you like a beating from the deputy headmaster, boy? Right before he throws you out of the Academy with the rest of the garbage.”

      Rabbit sobs, shaking his head. “No. Please.”

      “Seems Rabbit has learned the lesson you have so generously taught him,” I tell the three. Thunder still ringing in my ears, I close my hand casually around a pitchfork leaning by the stable wall. My mind screams that this is the opposite of keeping to myself. I ignore it. “Since everyone is in the mood for favors today, I’ll offer one as well. Let the boy go now, and I won’t break your noses for you.”

      Standing closest to me, Nolan releases Rabbit and shifts his weight, loading up his right fist. The obvious movement says fighting isn’t the lord’s strong suit, and I imagine the sudden bravery comes from being a head taller than me. The dubious glance that the twins shoot toward Nolan is absurdly satisfying. And very fleeting.

      Nolan swings his fist at my head.

      I swing the pitchfork’s handle against the back of the lord’s knees.

      Rabbit takes advantage of the commotion to skitter away.

      My strike on Nolan lands first, his legs flying out from under him as he topples backwards. He lands on the stable floor with a soft thud, a pile of fresh manure cushioning his head. I step back quickly, crouching in readiness.

      “Filthy wench,” Nolan shouts to grunts of agreement from the others, who now converge on me from both sides, eyes flashing. “You’ll regret that.”

      Built like barrels, the twins have shining eyes the precise color of Katita’s and tightly pulled-back black hair. The brutality in their mirrored gazes sends a shiver down my spine. They were enjoying hurting Rabbit and, with that taken away, little want to be left empty-handed. I may be fae and they human, but I’m still adjusting to my new fae body—a body that is far smaller than theirs—and three to one are not good odds.

      On my right, Puckler swings the leather reins he used on Rabbit, the thick material making a whooshing sound as it cuts through the air. On my left, Rik has located another pitchfork—though unlike me, he holds it with the sharp end forward. Across the aisle, Sprite is kicking her stall, and even Coal’s Czar is whinnying his displeasure.

      Rik swings the pitchfork first, the metal teeth flashing toward my head.

      I duck and slide sideways, letting Rik’s momentum carry him to stumble into the wall. Just as I do, a line of fire explodes along my left ribs. Puckler. I gasp at the pain, twisting to see him swing the leather reins back for another blow. The whooshing sound makes my stomach clench, my memory flashing in remembrance of Zake’s beatings, and I know that only my having been moving when he struck saved me from the full force of the blow. I won’t be so lucky next time.

      Out. I need to get out of here.

      My eyes slash over the three cadets. The stable. The horses. Stalls line both sides of the long, wide aisle where we are fighting, the two doors on either end as far as from me as the moon. Worse still, I’m in the middle of the boys, with the twins cutting off the south exit route and Nolan cutting off the north. The pungent stench of Nolan’s fury is stronger than latrine refuse.

      But Nolan is the weaker of the group. If I can get through him, it would put the lord between myself and the twins.

      Throwing my pitchfork at Rik, I buy myself time to set up my attack. Breathing steadily, I lower my level. Aim my shoulder for Nolan’s hip. Push off my legs. Explode.

      My shoulder hits Nolan’s bony frame with a satisfactory thud, the lord’s body yielding to my force. Falling backward for the second time in as many minutes, Nolan moans.

      I don’t even pause.

      Jumping over Nolan’s writhing form, I spring for the door, my dress swinging awkwardly around my legs. My soft boots pound the wooden floor, my lungs taking gulps of hay-sweet air. Behind me, the boys scramble off each other, their cursing egging me on. Faster. I need to go faster. The ten steps left between me and the door feel like miles. Eight steps. Five.

      I’m going to make it. I can tell by the distance of the sound closing up from behind me. Just one more—

      My foot lands on my dress’s hem, my knee suddenly hitting fabric. With a curse, I fall onto my knees, the sting of impact nothing compared to the devastation of a hand closing around my ankle. A hard yank from one of the boys flattens me, the rough wood scraping my face.

      “Going somewhere, wench?” Puckler’s gravelly voice hits the back of my neck a moment before his considerable weight settles atop me. The stench of too-strong perfume fills my nose. “You think you have leave to assault members of King Zenith’s court?”

      I move on instinct honed from too many minutes spent flattened beneath Coal’s unyielding body. Rising to my knees and elbows, I turtle up to protect my stomach and head. Wait for my opening. Compared to the immortal warrior, Puckler is an awkward sack of rocks—but he is large and one of three. I can’t stay here in my turtle position for long.

      There. The slight shift of Puckler’s weight is all I need to twist out from under him.

      The moment I do, Rik is there, forcing me right back onto my hands and knees while his brother restraddles my back. The two failed escapes press on me as roughly as Puckler’s considerable weight.

      “Well, this is convenient, isn’t it?” Nolan’s thin, nasal voice holds a note of vicious amusement. “I do love breaking a filly. Let’s get a bit in its mouth.”

      The clanking sound of a bridle being readied shoots through my nerves. I buck to get Puckler off, having to wait patiently for a shift of weight. For an opening. Puckler doesn’t budge.

      The next moment, something cracks along my backside, the slap of leather an acidic mix of pain and humiliation. A second lash.

      Atop me, Puckler grabs my hair while Nolan’s manure-covered palm shoves a bit into my face.

      The rush of fury that overtakes me is enough to rival a storm.
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        10. Tye

      

      

      With the others busy at dinner, Tye swung on the horizontal bar in the center of a quiet training pitch as the sun slowly sank below the Academy wall, gaining more momentum with each flex of his body. With an easy exhale, he gave himself a final push and flew into the air.

      Cool air nipped his face, his body’s tumbling in defiance of gravity sending a rush of exhilaration through him. In that instant of soaring above the bar, with nothing but the control of his body and trust in momentum keeping him in the air, Tye felt that elusive completeness.

      He felt alive, his heart pumping hard in celebration of nothing but the now.

      The moment ended as Tye caught the bar on his way down, his too recently dislocated shoulder screaming its protests. With a swallowed wince, Tye let himself down, landing neatly on the forgiving sands. After the high of soaring through the air, the return to the ground was deadening.

      Clap. Clap. Clap.

      Tye turned toward the applause, a trained smile on his face as he saluted whoever it was. Katita. Again. Tye’s jaw tightened. Pretty, intelligent, and ruthless, Katita was King Zenith’s heir and Ckridel Kingdom’s—Tye’s kingdom—next queen. For all the uniforms and Academy rules that technically made the upperclassman Tye a superior to first-year Katita—there was no denying the reality of power. Ckridel was hers, and by extension, so was Tye.

      “Impressive,” Katita said, ending her applause. “I’m not sure what Master Shade would say about stressing the shoulder, though.” Dressed in a pair of billowing black pants and a short silver jacket that let a sliver of taut belly show, her blond hair tied up in an elaborate nest of coils and braids, Katita was accustomed to drawing the eye of every male at the Academy. Yet her toned body failed to captivate Tye in the least. Not that it would be polite—or wise—to inform her so aloud.

      Tye summoned a grin wide enough that he knew it made his green eyes seem to dance—which usually confused people long enough to give him time to escape. He didn’t like to abuse his effect on others, but sometimes it was worth it. “What Master Shade doesn’t know can’t hurt him. You wouldn’t be in the mood for reporting on a friend, would you, Kit?”

      “My name is Katita.” A mix of annoyance and pleasure.

      “Is it?” Tye hopped back on the bar, which had the dual benefit of ending the conversation and making his shoulder burn. At least pain was a feeling. A something.

      These days, feeling was a privilege. No matter how many people surrounded Tye, how he laughed or jested, a great slice of Tye’s soul seemed to remain trapped away in some dungeon. And no matter how hard Tye pounded on the door, he couldn’t get to it. Couldn’t feel the range of emotions, not outside those glorious moments of flying.

      With one notable exception.

      Leralynn’s lilac scent woke Tye’s soul as only soaring above the earth did, his heart and breath quickening with the merest shift of wind if it carried the smell. Made him drunk on it. Unfortunately, it also made him stupid. Especially in the time following that first awkward run-in in the courtyard, when he’d followed Lera into the woods and let his cock do too much of his thinking. The part in question twitched even now just at the bloody memory.

      At least Tye had manned up a few days ago, laying the reality bare before Lera. Tye could not get involved. With anyone. And whenever he was tempted to, he needed only to recall what happened with his fiancée Tiga, and the misplaced lust dissolved to reality.

      Unlike the Academy’s other students, Tye was common born—with only his talent for athletics bringing him in contact with his betters. Athletics were his life—it and the fiery, passionate Tiga whom he’d been promised to since childhood. With both of them growing up, Tiga had been certain Tye’s competitions would stay behind. There was, after all, no place for a common-born peasant to go.

      Until Great Falls Academy invited Tye to enroll and represent them at the Prowess Trials. Until Tye had accepted, standing firm through Tiga’s tears and pleas.

      The morning after the argument, Tye awoke to a note on the pillow freeing Tye of all obligations. No destination, no address, no promise of return. You made your decision, Tiga’s loopy handwriting leaked with hurt. And now I’ve made mine. I hope you find it worth it.

      A week later, Tye returned from a grueling run to learn that a villager had found Tiga’s body at the bottom of a ravine. A note tucked into her bodice said goodbye to no one in particular.

      No. Tye was never doing that to anyone again. Not getting involved with anyone he didn’t wish to hurt. Training and relationships did not mix at all. He and relationships didn’t mix.

      Which all still left the void Tye struggled to fill with what he could. Tempting gravity, tempting fate, even tempting River. He’d go over the Academy’s wall again in a moment, no matter how many beatings it earned him. Feeling pain was better than feeling nothing at all, and the thrill of Lera’s nervous excitement—the first he’d felt with any woman since Tiga—was worth any amount of discomfort. Tye could still feel the heat of Lera’s body, her pulse beating hard enough to be heard, her eyes widening as he slid his hands along her hips.

      Lera, that small, glorious lilac girl, was so alive that even Tye’s locked-away soul sang in her presence. Her similarity to Tiga in appearance little hurt either.

      Keep your cock to yourself, you bastard, Tye told himself as he completed a twenty pull-up set and hopped back to the soft sand. Flowers are to be savored, not trampled on.

      The last dinner bell sounded from the keep tower, and Tye’s stomach gave a dissatisfied rumble at being out here when food was elsewhere. Well, it could join his cock in complaining, Tye still had things to do. A run, to start with. Then more strength and flexibility work. He could always talk a cook into some bannocks later, but with the others busy eating, there was no one to tell him what he should and shouldn’t be doing with his shoulder. Katita might tsk and fawn, but she wouldn’t interfere. And she certainly wasn’t going to run with him.

      Tightening his laces, Tye looked toward the moat of woods planted to create the illusion of a forest instead of a wall, his attention catching on a small body sprinting fast as a frightened squirrel past Katita and into the training corral.

      No, not a squirrel—a Rabbit.
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        11. Tye

      

      

      Catching the lad, Tye crouched beside him. The small, curly haired boy was panting, tear tracks plain on his dirty face.

      “What’s keeping you from dinner?” Tye asked, narrowing his gaze on Rabbit’s trembling shoulders. Tye had been small as a boy as well, and knew firsthand that only events of grand magnitude could make the lad skip a meal. “Have the guards been giving you a hard time?”

      With no family, Rabbit had somehow talked his way into a position as a page at the Academy, mostly running messages around the grounds. With no other children employed, the adults had differing ideas on what the boy’s exact role should be—especially since, despite months of regular meals, Rabbit couldn’t help picking the pockets of anyone careless enough to leave valuables there.

      Tye understood that as well, and, being of a belief that anything worth doing was worth doing well, was unlikely a good influence.

      “Le—Leralynn. Nolan and his… Surrounded.” Rabbit’s skinny chest heaved with panting breaths that left him unsteady on his feet. “Puckler. Rik too.”

      A chill spread down Tye’s spine, the world around him suddenly silent. Irrelevant. “Where?”

      “The stable, I presume.” The cool answer came from Katita, now standing beside them, her turquoise eyes cold, her blond hair gleaming in the setting sun. She snatched Rabbit’s ear to pull the boy away. “At least that is where my cousins took this rubbish to discuss his recent activities. He must have escaped.”

      A flash of heat lit Tye’s blood. “Let him go.”

      To Tye’s relief, Katita released Rabbit’s ear, her gaze turning slightly amused as she folded her arms over her chest. “Better?”

      “Yes.” Shoving past the princess, Tye started toward the stables.

      “Stop.” The amusement in Katita’s voice was gone now. Stepping in front of Tye, she pressed her hand into the middle of his chest. “Leralynn must have interfered. Let the royals handle it as they see fit.”

      “Are you insane?” Tye fought the urge to grab and snap that slim wrist. His mind raced, his gaze darting between the princess and the stable. “Come with me and put a stop to whatever is happening, Katita.”

      “No.” She closed the distance, her movement for once void of sensuality. “Leralynn interfered with royals, Tyelor. After today, I imagine she won’t repeat the mistake.” Her voice lowered, the soft threat raking like nails on slate. “Don’t make the same mistake she just did.”

      

      Tye burst into the stables in time to hear a high-pitched male wail. This came from a doubled-over Lord Nolan, who, judging by his popping eyes and straining vocal cords, wouldn’t be siring any children in the near future. Or ever.

      Just beyond the downed Nolan, Lera had control of Puckler’s back, her arm wrapped around the cadet’s thick neck. Unable to reach the ground, Lera hung on to the choke while Puckler flung her about like an angry bear. Puckler’s twin, Rik, circled the pair in search of an opening that his own twin wasn’t giving him. Granted, given Puckler’s increasingly darkening face due to lack of air, the mindless thrashing was understandable.

      Stars. Lera was half the size of any one of them, and holding her own better than any Academy guardsman could have.

      For a heartbeat, Tye’s swell of pride for the fierce little tsunami made him hesitate to interfere. Then Puckler twisted around.

      Welts and bruises flashed through the rips of Lera’s tattered magenta dress, bits of manure covering her vibrant hair and flushed skin. Another bruise ran along her mouth, her lips swollen and bloody. She’d not been winning; she’d been surviving. And she was hurt.

      Tye was already moving from across the stable when Rik finally managed to grab Lera’s hair and haul her off Puckler. In the same motion, Rik slammed her chest-first into the wall so hard that the boards rattled. Without missing a beat, Puckler grabbed Lera’s free arm with one hand, the other rubbing his reddened neck. With Puckler and Rik now pinning Lera to the wall, Lord Nolan snatched a thick leather girth from a hook.

      Leralynn froze, the scent of her sudden terror filling the air—and kindling an explosion of primal violence inside Tye.

      Tye’s vision darkened. He was still a pace away when Nolan swung—just as Puckler realized they were no longer alone and shouted a warning.

      Tye discerned neither Puckler’s words nor his twin’s answer. Tye heard nothing but the pounding of his own heart as he grabbed Nolan’s thick blond hair and shoved the bastard headfirst into the horses’ drinking trough. And then Tye held him there, beneath the water, while the tall lord thrashed uselessly. In outrage. In fear. In desperation for air that Tye was never going to let him have.

      The twins’ eyes widened, the righteous excitement in their faces fading to disbelief.

      Puckler shouted something. Lifted his hands. Stepped away from Lera.

      Tye didn’t know what Puckler said. Didn’t hear. Didn’t care. Not with Lera’s frightened scent still spinning his head, the sight of the marvelous, ethereal creature who’d faced down three of the Academy’s largest royals being made vulnerable.

      Beneath Tye’s grip, Nolan kicked wildly. Seeing his cousin’s jerking spasms, Puckler swung a hammer-sized fist toward Tye’s jaw.

      Jerking Lord Nolan’s head from the trough, Tye used the lord’s face to intercept Pucker’s blow. The crush of bone and spray of blood chilled the stable’s air to ice. For a moment, no one moved, Nolan holding together his broken nose while Puckler stared at his own bloody fist.

      Tye, his hand now free to curl into a fist, twisted about the battle scene, ready to finish the males. To rip their throats out with his teeth.

      “Walk away.” Lera’s quiet voice skittered across the stable. Not aimed at Tye, he realized through his haze of protective instincts, but at the royals. “Move slowly. No running. No sudden moves.”

      The royal cousins glanced at each other once before obeying, and it was all Tye could do to keep himself from pouncing on the pathetic figures and clawing them to shreds. His chest heaved. Yes. He longed to hunt them down. To kill them. To protect Leralynn from anyone who dared harm her.
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        12. Lera

      

      

      Choking down the pain and fear still filling my lungs, I wait until the doors close behind the escaping cadets before stepping toward Tye. The male’s chest heaves, fiery hair damp with sweat, his green eyes still flashing with a primal fury. The fury is as much Tye’s as that of the tiger he doesn’t know he shifts into—the tiger he only started connecting with earlier this year.

      “Tye?” I say softly.

      The male finds my gaze, his own still unfocused. Still primal and savage and as dark as the blood that gushed from Nolan’s broken nose. Unlike Tye, whose veil-covered mind remembers nothing of me, the tiger must still feel the mating bond pulling at his soul. Just as Shade’s wolf does.

      My breath hitches. Unlike Shade’s wolf, Tye’s tiger form recalls nothing of his fae partner even in Lunos. With the mortal lands further choking the magic, if Tye ever shifts, the resulting predator would think nothing of ripping half the Academy to bits and eating them raw. I can’t let that happen.

      “Tye? I-I’m all right.” I swallow, forcing a smile into my lie. Leaning against the wall for support, I try to ignore the throbbing as welts and cuts check in from all over my flesh. “I’m all right. It’s over.”

      Tye shakes his head, his mane of red hair swooshing about him. When he steps toward me, his glazed eyes slowly regain their reason. Distantly, I notice that, unlike me, he’s not dressed for dinner—he looks to have come straight from training, in a cut-off gray uniform tunic and black pants.

      I hold very still. Doing nothing that might further wake the predator.

      Tye blinks again, his gaze lucid, and it’s all I can do to keep from burying my head in his shoulder. As if all the strength and courage I’ve borrowed have now fled. That’s what I would do with my Tye—but this is not my Tye.

      “Leralynn.” Tye crouches beside me, his hands brushing my wrist. His perfect features are sharp with focus now, his silver earring glinting in the barn’s low light. Concern and anxiety roll off him in waves of warm scent, the gaze that held murder moments earlier now focused entirely on gently probing my flesh. “How are ye, lass?”

      “Sore.” Very bloody sore. The bastards’ crude attempt to turn me into a pony flashes in my memory, making my jaw clench. “It’s mostly my pride that’s injured.”

      “Why don’t I believe you?” Tye asks, his thumb stroking a bead of blood from my lower lip. Penetrating green eyes brush my body, seeing every rip and welt and cut. The clean pine-and-citrus scent of him mixes with sweat—and determination.

      Before I can move away, Tye snakes his arms around me and lifts me into the air. I gasp, struggling as I find myself held tightly against the male’s broad chest.

      “I-I can walk.” I should walk.

      Tye’s arms tighten, his heart pounding so hard that I hear it through his chest. “You are currently wearing magenta strips of silk,” he says, his light voice utterly at odds with his heartbeat. “While the Academy would no doubt enjoy the spectacle, I’d like to keep this little secret all to myself just now.”

      I open my mouth to protest, to ask where Tye thinks he’s taking me, but shut it without speaking. I hurt. And for now, just being cared for is enough.

      With most everyone in the dining hall, the grounds are near deserted. Wherever Nolan and twins ran off to, I see no trace of the royals as Tye navigates the convenient rows of trees and hedges he plainly has experience using as concealment. Five turns later, even I am lost as to our destination until the low stone bathhouse looms before us. The men’s bathhouse.

      “Wait!” My protest comes altogether too late as Tye shoulders the door open, crosses a locker-lined antechamber, and brings us into a large, softly lit room filled with sprawling bathing pools. From a heavily steaming pool in one corner to a tiny round one steeped with mugwort—which gives it approximately the smell and color of black tea—to a deep, clear pool that looks unheated and long enough to do laps. The thick wet steam caresses my skin, and I inhale a lungful of blissfully warm air. Unlike the female baths, where vases of spring flowers provide splotches of color amidst a white interior, the men’s bath has patterns of smooth round river stones laid into the green tiled walls and around shelves holding soap and towels. The sloped floor takes advantage of a cleverly routed branch of the Great Falls river to easily circulate the water, while always-burning braziers keep hot water readily accessible.

      Setting me down on the farthest pool’s lip, Tye closes the drain and tips a flow of scalding-hot water to mix in with the burbling, cool liquid already there. His muscles flex and shift under his skin in the low lantern light. The bathing pool thus drawn, Tye pulls off first his boots, then my own, his deft hands moving with the skill of centuries spent undressing women.

      “How did you know there was trouble?” I ask. Next to Tye’s perfectly lithe movements and sweat-mussed hair made only more perfect by its wildness, I look like a tattered rat rolled in muck.

      “I was training nearby and Rabbit fetched me. It didn’t make Katita pleased at all.” Tye adds the latter under his breath, as if the words are intended more for himself than me. “Pitting yourself alone against three royals—I don’t know whether that makes you the bravest or most reckless Great Falls cadet. And I’ll have you know, I currently hold the most reckless title, and I’d rather not give it up.”

      Tye was with Katita. A jolt of pain I’ve no right to feel twists my stomach. Free of the magic bonds, this Tye is kind and smart and brave—but he isn’t mine. He’s made that clear enough. Which is good. The farther we stay from each other, the less chance of me provoking the amulet.

      Stripping down to his undershorts, Tye slips into the water, planting himself between my open thighs. I do everything I can not to stare at his bare torso—the broad flare of his pectorals and shoulders, the hard ridges of his abdomen, bulging even at rest, sun-kissed by many shirtless training sessions—but it’s a losing battle. His calloused hand cups my cheek gently. “Let’s see the damage, lass. From the little I caught at the end there, you’ve something to show for the encounter.”

      I open my mouth, but no words come out.

      Taking my silence as consent, Tye pulls down the tatters still holding the top of my dress to my shoulders, letting my breasts tumble free—which, instead of making me rightfully furious, sends a shiver of excitement along my skin. Warm water swirls around my legs, reaching up my calf. When my arms come up to cover my breasts, Tye flashes me a quick grin. “You know that just makes me want to look closer?”

      Face heating, I focus on the steam rising above the water in little curls. Curls that look so like the coarse hair I know is to be found around my companion’s cock that I quickly realize I need to be looking elsewhere. But where?

      Tye’s fingers probe my ribs, his intense green gaze so focused on my body that my breath hitches. One white canine, dulled by the veil amulet’s magic, scrapes his lower lip in concentration. When his hands slide around toward the front, slipping beneath my tender breasts, I bite my lip and try to pull away.

      Tye shakes his head, dismissing my efforts. “I don’t think anything is broken,” he says, pearly drops of water running along the grooves of sculpted muscles. The focus of his gaze makes the rest of his broad, trained body even more beautiful, the tension singing beneath his skin sending vibrations right to my apex. His touch gentles. “But you’ve some bruises to match the night sky.”

      “Stop it.” Pushing Tye back, I gather my dignity and slide off the pool’s edge into the water—which has the opposite effect of what I’d intended. Instead of providing greater cover, the water that only reaches Tye’s waist now slaps gently against my breasts, the soft bounce drawing a clear swallow from Tye. Adding to the mess, the remaining bottom of my dress yields to the water’s pressure and billows up to my waist. The welts along my backside sting, but I dare not rub them just now. Dare not do anything that may bring us closer to the line we’ve decided not to cross.

      Friends. We are friends. Not even that now. Acquaintances. Partners in crime. Tye came to my aid just as I came to Rabbit’s. There is nothing more in this than that.

      With a soft curse, Tye turns his gaze to the ceiling, drawing several deep breaths. When his attention returns to me, the male captures my waist. Sitting himself on an underwater bench, he draws me to stand between his legs. With him sitting and me between those corded thighs, our faces are level. “You are beautiful, lass,” he growls softly. “So much that a man can’t help wondering if you taste as good as you look.”

      Line. Not helping.

      The thought of Tye’s mouth on my sex is enough to make it clench. Ignoring the wetness slowly coating the inside of my channel, I splay my hand on Tye’s broad chest, feeling the warm, velvety skin damp with steam, the muscles contracting beneath my fingers. “You are obnoxious, Tye. Or have you forgotten that we’ve no interest in bedding each other?”

      A shadow passes over Tye’s face, gone so quickly that I’m not sure I saw it. “Aye, but if I stop being a prat, you might notice that I’ve been busy removing the rest of your clothes.”

      I blink, realizing the male has, in fact, been busy handling my dress, and now lifts the remaining fabric over my head. I jerk backwards, which proves a mistake when Tye’s large hands close on both sides of my bruised bottom.

      I yelp.

      The amusement in the male’s face fades, his whole body tensing as he beholds the full results of the royals’ handiwork. “I am going to rip them apart limb from limb.”

      I reach for the soap, determined to be wearing at least something, even if it’s only bubbles. “I don’t imagine princess Katita would thank you for it.”

      “That might be the best part,” Tye says, his earring glinting dangerously, a match to the silver flecks in his eyes. This close, I can see his constellation of freckles and suddenly long to trace them with my lips like I used to do in Lunos. His fingers trace the tender bruise around the curves of my cheeks, my resulting shudder having nothing to do with pain. “Do you want to know what I’m thinking now?” he whispers roughly.

      “No.” My voice comes out in a croak. My sex clenches around the emptiness inside it, my whole body longing for Tye—the real Tye, my mate. Longing to finish what we started against the tree. The heat pooling between my thighs is enough to warm the bath with no help from the brazier. My pulse quickens, the aching along the insides of my thighs radiating through my core and burning away all common sense.

      Tye’s teeth flash, leaning forward until his lips touch my ear. “I am thinking that I can’t stand the scent of those royals on your skin. And that if I don’t dive into a frigid bath right now, I’m going to lose the battle to replace their scent with mine. Very, very fully.”
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        13. Tye

      

      

      What in the names of all the bloody stars did Tye think he was saying?

      The truth.

      The wrong truth. The impermissible truth. Beneath the water, Tye’s cock strained so hard that it actually pulsated with his rising heartbeat. The bruises covering the girl’s skin looked even more livid than before, and the thought of someone—some male—having laid his hands on her waking a primal beast inside Tye’s chest. The same beast that smelled Lera’s arousal as he towered over her small form, tracing her curves with his hungry gaze. Another moment and Tye would lose all control altogether.

      And that wouldn’t be fair. Not after what he’d done to Tiga.

      Releasing Lera quickly, Tye curled his hands around the edge of the pool. Lifting his chin toward the ceiling, he forced air into his lungs. Focused on the sounds of gently gurgling water and dripping condensation echoing off the tiled walls. Anything to relieve the hold on his shaft.

      It didn’t work. No. Everything inside Tye suddenly demanded his scent—yes, scent—all over the lass before him. Needed it. And the part of his mind that had any rational thought left, the one telling him that men did not do such things, was quickly becoming irrelevant.

      He had to go. Run. That was the only way this would end without him inside Lera, taking her so hard that her screams echoed from the bathhouse walls.

      Lera stepped forward, her knee bumping against Tye’s throbbing shaft. The sudden jolt of sensation made him leap to his feet.

      A glaze settled over Lera’s deep-chocolate eyes. Her nostrils flared delicately with her quickened breaths, her engorged nipples tantalizing atop the gently bouncing breasts. Even the light touch of freckles along her perfect cheekbones was bloody arousing. She’d been so blazing hot when he’d fingered her against the tree, the thought of what that channel would feel like around his shaft stole Tye’s air.

      “Tye?” Lera breathed, her fingers touching the crest of his hip. The sensation went right to his engorged cock.

      “I wasn’t kidding about the scent,” Tye said breathlessly.

      “I know.” The way Leralynn said it made Tye think she really did know. Understood it in a way that he couldn’t himself.

      That did it. What little self-control Tye had remaining fell apart as a deep possessive instinct had him gripping Lera’s head.

      Tye pressed his mouth over Lera’s, her lips parting hungrily to let Tye’s tongue slip inside. He’d intended as much. Planned to savor her sweet lilac taste. To linger there and then muster control and pull away. Right up until Tye tasted the drop of blood on Lera’s split lip and felt his world blur around the edges.

      Tye cupped Lera’s face, holding her steady as he plunged into her sweet mouth, claiming every tantalizing taste of her. His. His. His. Tye took Lera deeper, swallowing the moan that escaped her mouth, the sound vibrating through his aroused nerves.

      Her fingers dug into his back, pulling him closer. The molten heat from Lera’s mouth reached so deep inside him that Tye’s heart raced, tripping over its own beat. Deeper. Deep enough to kindle a flame that had lain cold since Tiga’s death.

      Cupping Lera’s lush thighs, Tye hoisted her up onto his waist. The girl’s legs wrapped instinctively around his hips, her toned muscles linking their bodies like pieces on a perfect puzzle. Stars. Such a small, strong, vibrant creature.

      Lera’s foot kicked at the top of Tye’s undershorts, struggling to pry off the wet cloth. Tongue still savoring her mouth, Tye released one hand to loosen his front flap, his cock springing free so hard that he and Lera both inhaled at the sudden smack.

      With his hand still low, Tye brushed it along Lera’s opening, discovering a wet, warm slickness that made him groan with need. Tightening the arm holding Lera against him, Tye plunged a finger into her channel.

      The needful moan that evoked was the most beautiful sound Tye had ever heard.

      His second finger went in, teasing and stretching her blazing tightness. A third.

      Lera’s channel clenching around him, the girl broke the kiss with a frustrated growl. “I. Want. You.”

      Tye attempted to chuckle—he prided himself on making women soar, drawing out their pleasure and frustration for a climax that would shatter their world—but the attempt came out raspy and strained. He couldn’t play. Tye needed to take her. Now. Fast and hard and permanent. It wasn’t just his cock, with its engorged shaft pulsating in anguish, but something much deeper that demanded he connect. That he mate, as if he were a wild predator instead of a man.

      Panting, he gazed up into Lera’s face. Her muscles strained, her heart pounding so fiercely, he could see the pulse at the side of her neck. A droplet of sweat beaded her temple, close to her glazed brown eyes. The thought of being inside all that heat and power drove Tye as mad as Lera’s lilac scent, which spurred his heart every time he inhaled.

      Flashing her teeth, Lera bent her head and bit Tye’s ear. Hard.

      He roared, his voice echoing around the tiled room, and buried himself deep in Lera with a single stroke.
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        14. Lera

      

      

      

      I gasp, suddenly unable to fill my lungs. Despite longing for the very cock that’s suddenly inside me, the sheer size of Tye’s intrusion makes my whole body tighten. Too big. Too long. I want to scream even as my hips rock against the male hungrily. My sex clenches around the thick, thick shaft, finally full after days of mindless craving.

      Tye’s hands grip my bottom roughly, the sudden sting as he lifts me up and down along him turning to molten pleasure that curls my toes. I push my hips forward, greedy for more friction. A familiar undeniable need to hold the connection between Tye and me consumes my body and echoes in Tye’s dilating eyes.

      Not want. Not desire. But a need for a mate’s connection, the kind that broke many otherwise productive evenings back in Lunos. Broke many beds too. The impossibility of feeling the mating bond through the veil flitters inside my head like a small annoying fly. My body little cares for what’s possible, only for what exists.

      I breathe in the pine-and-citrus scent of the powerful male inside me, the slap slap slap of wet skin hitting skin echoing through the bathing chamber. Each thrust hits a spot so deep that the vibrations spider through my core, raising me to a greater height from which to fall. My heart quickens in rhythm to the pulsing cock slamming into my channel.

      Thrust. Thrust. Thrust. Hard. Fast. Deep.

      And yet not enough. Still not enough.

      “Tye.” I don’t know whether I mean his name in plea or command. Just that after so long apart, the primal part of my soul is so very ravenous.

      The male’s glazed eyes flicker, and he claims my mouth in response, a clash of tongue and lips. He slaps my bottom, the shocking sting magnified by the water and abused flesh, and swallows my guttural moan, never slowing his deep thrusts. My taut nerve endings ride the wave of sensation, a tsunami that turns pain to pleasure to desperate need.

      I try to retreat from the onslaught. Tye holds me firm and thrusts deeper than ever.

      My muscles spasm, clamping around his cock. My mind blanks, the coming release inevitable. With the next heartbeat, the wave I’m riding finally shatters. Pulsing waves of dizzying pleasure radiate from my throbbing sex, making my breath race. Tye’s thick warmth fills my channel.

      “Stars.” I mean to scream, but the words come out as a panting gasp. Tye’s arms come up to support me, his lips brushing mine in a kiss so sweet that I let myself relax into it, savoring its—ow.

      “You bit me.” I pull back, looking indignantly at the male.

      “Did I?” Amusement dances in Tye’s eyes, their glaze sharpening to a roguish emerald focus. A warning bell tolls in the back of my mind, growing louder when I try to get down and find myself trapped against the muscular male, his arms as implacable as steel. Tye licks his lips, his gaze brushing down my naked body. “I just recalled that I meant to taste you, lass. I think I’ll take that treat now.”

      My fuzzy mind tries and fails to follow Tye’s meaning. Now? What does he mean now? After the climax of moments ago, my whole body feels like a lump of dough. My exhausted sex stirs and—my eyes widen. Not only is Tye’s shaft still inside my channel, but it is hardening again.

      I gasp as Tye hoists me out of the water and lays me flat on my back at the bathing pool’s smooth edge, my backside hanging free over the lip. Tye’s strong hands stroke the skin along the inside of my thighs, cupping my bottom gently before pulling my knees apart and stroking the folds of my exposed sex. He licks his fingers slowly.

      “Mmmm,” says Tye.

      That quickly, I want his hardness right back inside me.

      Green eyes dancing with a roguish flame, Tye hoists my legs atop his muscled shoulders and blows a long hot breath over my apex. Jolts of sensation zing along my thighs and calves and toes, making me squirm.

      Tye’s hands clamp along my thighs, restraining me in place. A moment later, his tongue replaces the breath, trailing luxuriously along my folds. Flicking his tongue over the hood covering my bud, Tye swirls it around as if savoring a sweet.

      A tiny vibration starts deep inside Tye’s chest, and I suddenly realize the male is purring. Him or else the tiger coiled so tightly beneath the magic’s shackles that he cannot escape—yet still wishes to share in his partner’s pleasure. In all our pleasures.

      I let out a contented sigh. The moment I do, the bastard between my thighs scrapes his teeth along my engorged apex.

      The world blinks. My nerves rouse with sharp need that takes my breath. Makes me so wet that the dampness tickles warmly as it slithers down my thigh. My sex clenches, the fire exploding between my folds unbearable after the release I had earlier. I flex my hips. Shift my bottom. Buck.

      Tye’s iron hold keeps me in place, an added punishing nip to the inside of my thigh warning against further squirming about. Ordering me to endure each glorious, maddening flick flick flick of his skilled tongue. Stars. The throbbing inside me is already echoing along my spine. How can my body take more?

      Not that Tye seems to care, his tongue moving ruthlessly over me. Left side of my bud. Right. Each touch sends zings of intense sensation. Left again again again before stopping a single rough stroke away from toppling me over the edge of the abyss I cling to.

      My hands dig uselessly into the floor, finding no purchase. With Tye’s powerful arms holding my legs against his shoulders, I can’t move. Can’t do anything but feel each and every touch. And lick. And suckle.

      A mangle of scream and groan escapes my lungs, need raking each inch of my skin. The pressure inside me is so intense that my muscles tremble uncontrollably, my breath coming in quick little gasps I can’t slow. One more lap of Tye’s tongue and I know I will tumble in the abyss again. I brace myself.

      The lap never comes. Instead, Tye’s fingers claim my channel.

      With a frustrated moan, I clench greedily around the intrusion. The skilled callused fingers tease my channel, forcing my desperation higher still while always stopping a hair short of release no matter how much I try to rock against them.

      “Please,” I finally whimper. “I can’t. Tye, please.”

      Tye returns his tongue to my bud with a growl, his fingers still sliding back and forth inside me. Flick-thrust, flick-thrust, the duet of tongue and fingers plays me like a tuned violin, plucking a new sensation with each precise touch. My thighs press in, blocked by Tye’s wide shoulders. Flick-thrust. Flick-thrust.

      The approaching abyss widens its maw. My whole body shakes.

      “Now,” Tye says against my bud. With a self-satisfied growl, the male takes my whole engorged apex between his lips and sucks.

      Need explodes in shards of howling bliss, a blaze that tightens every muscle in my body. Again. Again. The spasms come in waves, one crashing atop the next until I can barely draw breath into tightened lungs. The molten heat between my legs spreads through my backside and spine, rolling down the backs of my legs with pleasure so intense, it hurts. My head swims, my core sated down to every tiny crevice, even as my body shudders in the aftershocks.

      As the last one subsides, I realize Tye has pulled me off the ledge and now cradles me gently against his chest. The feel of his warm cheek resting atop my head is so perfect that I know I could stay like this forever and be absolutely content.

      And yet we both know I can’t.
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        15 Lera

      

      

      “In Tye’s defense, he said he wouldn’t bed you,” says Arisha the following morning, eyes trained pointedly on the sprawl of papers on her desk, a faint pink blush rising up her cheeks. She’s told me that cadets couple up at the Academy all the time, in spite of it being technically against the rules—which doesn’t make it any less scandalous to my by-the-book roommate. “And it sounds like there was no bed in sight. Does this mean you two are—”

      “No. We are friends. Possibly friends. Maybe ones who enjoy a tumble in the sheets now and then.” I cringe, thinking of the searing look Katita gave Tye and me from across the cobblestone courtyard when we snuck out of the men’s bathhouse—our sex-glazed eyes damning us as surely as my borrowed-from-the-baths clothing. Was it simply bad fortune that the princess happened upon us as the Academy was bedding down for the night—or something more? The notion that Katita may have been waiting, watching for us, fills me with a new type of dread. I’ve been in the mortal lands for less than a week and have already crossed one of the most powerful people here. For an interloper who is supposed to be keeping her head down, I’m doing a damn poor job of it. I clear my suddenly dry throat. “Anyway, this Tye doesn’t know me well enough to even consider anything else. Now, how do I look?”

      Turning about in the center of our narrow dorm room, I display the dress uniform the quartermaster’s courier delivered for the Academy’s monthly parade inspection. The short-cropped red vest sits snugly across my chest, the gold trimming shining between the double rows of buttons. Lower, the pants flare in a bow to feminine sensuality, the material flowing along with each movement. A glorious mix of military discipline and courtly elegance. Neither of which I displayed last night.

      “Perfect. It shows off your swollen lip in the best possible light.” Arisha’s head never comes up from the notes and sketches littering her desk. “I don’t for the life of me understand why normally sane and reasonable people lose their wits for a day each month to have the whole Academy turn up in dress uniforms on the courtyard lawn. It literally accomplishes nothing with the exception of seeing whether the pants still bloody fit.”

      “There is something to be said for gathering everyone together,” I say, recalling River’s crowning ceremony in Slait a few months back. For all River’s stoic tolerance of Autumn’s elaborate planning, when he finally strode out to the dais to take his vows, the energy of the court hummed so loudly that it made my very blood sing. And not just my blood. I turn quickly, lest Arisha looks up to read too many delicious memories in my face—not the least of them being the sight of River striding back into the antechamber, his epaulettes gleaming with the same molten heat as his eyes.

      “There is something to be said for seeing Tyelor in his dress red.” Arisha shuffles her journals. “Let’s return to what happened with you two last night again. For scientific study.”

      My eyes narrow. “Are you just seeking gory details, or is this actually helpful in working out the veil problem?”

      “Both.” This time, Arisha does flash me a sly grin. “Plus, as I little expect to be bedding anyone—much less the upcoming Prowess champion—any time soon…or ever, I’m entitled to live vicariously through you.” She frowns. “Wait, no. Being you would mean dealing with all four of them, wouldn’t it?—Because I don’t want to spend an extra moment in a room with Coal or River, forget a bed. As for Shade… Well, he was a swoon, but now I can’t look at the healer without remembering the hair his wolf shed onto the clean linen.” She shifts in her chair. “Now that I think on it, I’ve the better end of the bargain.”

      “They aren’t as they seem,” I say, weaving a thick braid down the left side of my head. Despite all that happened the previous day, I feel better than I have in some time. Energized. Alive. “For a time there yesterday, Tye and I connected the way we’re meant to. It was the same with Coal. Coupling has always woken a deeper magic between us, even when I was human. It was how I was first able to harness my power.”

      “Well, shall I write ‘bed the headmaster early and often’ at the top of our to-do list, or can you recall that one on your own?” Arisha blinks at me innocently, and I throw a shirt at her from my dresser top. It falls short, snagging on her bedpost. Her mischievous grin fades as she seems to realize something, clicking her tongue. “I wonder if we’ve not been going about this the wrong way.”

      “I’ve been going about things the wrong way so much that the laws of probability say I should have stumbled into something correct by now,” I mutter. “What are you referring to?”

      “What you just said, about the males not being as they seem. Everything I’ve read about the veil amulet and what you’ve told me of yourself contradicts that statement. The veil doesn’t change someone’s essence, only their explanation for it. Both Lera of Lunos and Lera of Osprey had the same childhood emotional experience—just dressed up in different clothes.”

      “So?”

      “So, instead of waiting until the males regain their memories, maybe you need to accept their personas as they are. Stop calling them ‘not real’ and forge bonds with these males who are here now, frightening as it may be. You five may need each other’s strength long before a magical key drops from the skies to reverse the veil.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I say, trying and failing to sound nonchalant. Tye is right. I can’t lie to save my life. Everything about Arisha’s theory is bloody reasonable, except the one gap that is so wide, not even Tye’s athletic prowess can leap over it: the males’ new personas have no room for me in their busy lives. The energy I gained last night starts to fizzle.

      “You should talk to River,” Arisha says.

      I swallow, my gaze searching for somewhere else it needs to be just now. Outside on the swaying branches or maybe the book on my desk in case a strong desire to study should suddenly strike me. My back stiffens in spite of myself, and the smile I force onto my face feels like it’s cracking through dry lips. Stupid. I clear my throat. “Talk to him about what?”

      “About the fact that you all know—from that first time you went over the wall—that there are magical threats to the Academy. That you want to be a part of the solution. He can’t tell others about the magic for fear of unwanted attention on the Academy—or worse, prosecution from fae hunters—so it limits his options. Let him invite you—” She stops, her eyes narrowing on my face, on the flush that’s probably rising there. “River intimidates you.”

      “I’m not afraid of my own mate.” My jaw tightens, the only defense I have against my pounding heart. “I refuse to be.” I pause. “It’s just that, although River has always been our quint commander, before now, it’s simply meant that he had the final word on our missions, not on what time I need to be in my room.”

      Rising from her chair, Arisha wraps her arms around me, her frizzy hair tickling my cheek as her comforting scent of parchment and ink calms my nerves. “Now, you listen to me, Leralynn of…of wherever you’re from,” she says, pulling me away enough to look at me over her round glasses. “River is the best deputy headmaster this Academy has ever had. You don’t know what it was like with only that weasel Sage here. What I’m saying is that River is a good man just as he is a good male. That’s one.”

      Something I didn’t know was raw inside my soul quiets as I nod. “What’s two?”

      Arisha squeezes my shoulder, her small pointy features soft with kindness. “Two is that you really are a cadet now. Not River’s equal. And we are all a little terrified of the deputy headmaster. You feeling the same as the rest of us just means the veil is working as intended—not that something is wrong with you, or him, or the bonds you had in Lunos. Which brings me to thing three.”

      “You really like lists, don’t you?”

      “Thing three,” Arisha continues as if I hadn’t spoken, “is that if you intend to be digging into Coal’s nightmares, and Shade’s losing time and all the other dark little festering wounds that make the males uncomfortable, they will likely dig into yours as well. So consider yourself warned.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The smile I give Arisha must be genuine, because the girl nods and walks back to her books.

      “Now, on the less romantic side of things, I think there is a Yocklol tree near the Academy.”

      “Is there a reason I should care about a tree?” I stride over to look at Arisha’s drawing.

      Arisha does not meet my eyes. “It isn’t truly a tree. It just looks like one,” she says, laying out a spread of several pencil drawings depicting burns similar to what I saw on Rusty’s forearm, as well as a rough sketch of a yellow-looking trunk with an eye in the middle of it. Scrawled notes, lists, and calculations line the margins of the pictures. “But it moves about.”

      A sudden chill runs along my spine as I look at the blight. It is precisely the type of magical corruption I’d told Gavriel I won’t be fighting. Can’t fight. Not without the others.

      “If I’m right, Yocklol is what burned a guard recently,” Arisha continues. “Shade had to amputate the man’s arm last night.”

      My hand closes over my mouth, my chest tightening. Rusty. The young guardsman from the stables who’d smelled of wrongness. When I told Gavriel I had no intention of prancing around to put out whatever magical fires he found, I’d not thought about the costs. There is no winning, it seems. If I turn into a one-woman stealth operation, I’ll be pitting myself against the males instead of working toward reuniting us. If I do nothing, innocents get hurt.

      Reaching over Arisha’s shoulder, I gather the papers into a heap with more roughness than I’d intended. “You shouldn’t have these out of the library. First, it’s disgusting. And second, it is about as far from safe as it gets. If the wrong person catches sight of your drawings—” I don’t even have to finish the sentence for understanding to dawn on Arisha’s face. Sometimes she’s so like Autumn that it hurts—the girl can think her way out of a locked box, but then trip over that same box on her way out of the room. “In fact, we’ll drop this horror trove off with Gavriel before the parade.”

      Taking the papers from my hands, Arisha expertly knocks them against the table, arranging everything into a neat pile that would have taken me a quarter hour to replicate. How can a girl who has a place for every pen and sheet of parchment be equally incapable of taming her hair into anything resembling braids? I reluctantly pick up my amulet from my desk—with Arisha in the know, it’s been a relief to take breaks from it in our bedchamber—and I fasten it around my neck. The weight of magic settles over me instantly, making my skin too tight, my body too heavy and awkward.

      Winding around the densely ivied walls of the reflection garden, Arisha and I step onto the grand cobblestoned courtyard to find it already filling with a sea of red dress uniforms waiting for the ceremony to start. Voices echo gaily off the high stone walls surrounding us, the parade having not yet forced everyone into silent order. Bright morning sunlight glints off the keep’s many glass windows, and the ten Continental Alliance kingdoms’ flags fly from its cornices. Sparrows flitting about from rooftop to ground give it all the lighthearted atmosphere of a festival.

      My immortal sight lets me make out the details of River standing on the grand keep steps, towering over everyone about him—especially Headmaster Sage, who stands with his shoulders hunched and coughs into a handkerchief, his bald head almost glowing in the light. Each time someone walks close to the steps, the moment they note River’s presence becomes obvious in the slight faltering of steps and hasty bows.

      Arisha and I skirt the edge of the courtyard, aiming for the library before the horn signals the ceremony’s commencement—a ceremony I’ve no notion of how to follow. “There is so little thought to it that even Rik and Puckler can manage,” Arisha promises. “Stand prettily in a line while the instructors strut about like—well, much like him.” She rolls her eyes toward the approaching male.

      “Braids, do you recall my solution to supply calculations last week?” Striding up to us in the male version of dress reds, Tye is breathtaking in a tailed coat that shows off his taut stomach and broad chest. When his gaze touches my face, he swallows, his silence a tension-filled string of memories of last night. Sleeping on it doesn’t seem to have made Tye any more comfortable with the intensity of our coupling than he was in the dark of evening outside the dorm rooms last night. Clearing his throat, Tye bows to me, his attention returning to Arisha. “Because your hair looks about as well put together.”

      My blood heats. If Tye regrets our evening together, he has no right to take it out on my friend. I step into his path.

      Tye steps around me, his movement feline quick. “Turn around,” he tells Arisha, the fingers I know too well yanking her hair ribbon loose. “Let’s see if I can’t do a bit better.”

      Arisha’s face turns the color of her coat, her mix of surprise and pleasure tickling my nose so strongly that I sneeze, blinking in my own bewilderment. What’s Tye about now?

      Giving no indication of anything beyond his signature cockiness, Tye runs his dexterous fingers between Arisha’s frizzy brown strands, separating the hair into three neat bunches. “Maybe we can try one braid today,” he says. “It will be a good look for you. And maybe easier to…err…count. Just remember, anything not inside the braid is out of place.”

      Arisha shrugs as if she couldn’t care less, but her eyes fight to stay open under the relaxing pressure of Tye’s hands. Knowing those fingers—and exactly what they can do—I can almost feel them on my own scalp.

      …And the hint of a smile on Tye’s lips says the bastard knows that.

      I open my mouth to call Tye a bastard, but close it quickly at the sight of the approaching figure.

      “Well, isn’t this pretty?” Katita says, the red silk of her pants swaying from long legs and perfect hips. With her inky-black lashes and glistening blonde hair, the princess looks as feminine as she does powerful. “Your bloody lip goes well with that uniform, Osprey. Perhaps you should wear marks more often.”

      “Is there something you needed?” I stride forward, cutting off Katita’s path.

      “I need to know which part of keeping your hands off my things your empty mind found confusing.” Katita smiles, stepping so close that her rose-scented perfume stings my nose. Her voice drops. “You made a grave mistake yesterday.” Katita’s gaze flickers from my lip to the space over my right shoulder, where I can hear Arisha arguing with Tye over ribbons. “And there will be a penalty for it.”

      “Noted,” I say, pushing past Katita as if she’d just warned me about a new divot in the road. “Excuse me.”

      “I’m not done.” Katita grabs my upper arm, her grip firm and trained. For a human. For someone who’s not had Coal as an instructor for the past year, no matter what his veil amulet tells her.

      “Yes, you are.” Clamping my hand over Katita’s wrist, I put my thumb between her first two knuckles and twist. My heart pounds hard and steady, the simmering fury condensing to ice.

      The girl drops to her knees beneath the pressure. A scream escapes her as she tries to free herself from my hold. One flailing attempt at a strike bounces off my thigh. The next—

      “Arisha!” My warning lands at the same time as Katita’s wild leg sweep. It misses me entirely but catches Arisha midstride as she rushes to my aid.

      With a gasp, Arisha windmills her arms for balance, the books and papers in her hands flying into the air before scattering across the cobblestones. Papers with drawings of sclices and Yocklol trees and fae. Papers so dangerous that I made Arisha bring them with us to drop off at the library for her own safety—all fluttering open in the chill breeze before the princess of Ckridel. My heart stops.
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      Arisha’s face pales. She scurries to collect the fallen documents, tripping on her own billowing pants in the process. When Tye trots over to help her, the pictures laid plain before him turn his scent from concern to utter, unfettered fury. Challengers have been barred from the Prowess Trials for lesser reasons than meddling in fae craft, Tye had told me in the stable. He’d not wanted to so much as discuss Rusty’s injury, much less be caught consorting with fae sympathizers.

      Beneath my hold, I make out Katita’s gaze likewise tracking the documents through a glaze of pain. The entitled cruelty in the princess’s eyes freezes, morphing slowly to a very different type of hatred.

      “Fae craft.” Katita hisses at Arisha as Tye jams the remaining books into my friend’s chest and backs away. “I knew you were poison.”

      “Katita—” My voice is breathless, my pounding heart making it hard to think. To come up with an explanation. A plea. Anything. Stars. This isn’t how my staying clear of magic was supposed to go, with others pulled into the line of fire.

      “I will see a noose around her neck. AHH!” Katita howls over a soft snap that I feel as much as hear beneath my hands. My preternatural fae strength rearing its head right when I least needed it.

      Gasping and releasing the wrist I’ve just accidentally broken, I step away from the princess, who is now curled around her hand. The blood rushing through my ears is as loud as a waterfall. From the corner of my eye, I see the guards running toward us, hear someone shouting for help. I can feel the stunned, quiet courtyard around us as our commotion ripples through the crowd, the somber faces pressing in from all sides.

      “Fall into parade formation, all of you,” one of the instructors shouts to the mass of perfect uniforms, the other picking up the call to form the cadets into lines. Keeping them busy despite the glances they try to steal our way. When Tye takes a step to join the lines, Katita bares her teeth at him.

      “You stay,” the princess says, nodding to a guard who cuts off Tye’s path. “You are a part of this too.”

      For a second, my instincts roar for me to bolt, but then a pair of iron-hard hands grips my wrists from behind, Coal’s metallic scent informing me that I am not going anywhere.

      “Get Commander River,” Coal snaps at one of the approaching guards. “And Shade.”

      “And Headmaster Sage,” Katita says, raising her face. “I’ve a matter for him. Please tell him I invoke a tribunal.”

      

      Within minutes, we’re crossing the courtyard in front of two hundred sets of heavy, curious eyes and climbing the wide, flaring steps to the keep. A procession of instructors and guards and us. Coal walks beside me as if ready to tackle me to the ground at the slightest misstep, an ironic echo of our march through the woods four days ago.

      My mind tells me I’m in trouble—very real trouble—even as my heart whispers that it isn’t so. Can’t be so. My males are here, they know me in their cores, they’ll recognize me when it matters most.

      One step ahead, Arisha sobs, the breaths heavy from the mix of fear and the never-ending climb up the steep twisting stairs to the top of the tower. I wish I could comfort her somehow, touch her hand, anything, but we’re separated by a cluster of tall armored bodies. Katita, having refused to be taken to the infirmary at once, is pale but holds her back straight while two guards gently keep her steady. Tye is silent.

      The passing minutes are punctuated by nothing but racing thoughts and heaving breaths as a dozen sets of feet climb to their destination. At the head of the group, Sage coughs into his handkerchief, stopping on several of the landings to clear his lungs before proceeding. Upon reaching the final floor, a pair of guards steps forward to swing open the double door into what must be the Academy’s equivalent of the throne room.

      In contrast to River’s neat, practical study, with its wooden paneling and small crackling fire, Headmaster Sage’s office showcases tapestry-covered walls, intricately carved gold-gilded chairs and a heavy desk so polished that it reflects the torchlight sconces bathing the room in shifting light. Sitting behind his desk, Sage points to a worn spot on the carpet, where Arisha, Katita, Tye, and I are supposed to stand.

      When Tye doesn’t move, Coal shoves him to the carpet. Giving me a cold gaze, Tye steps as far away from me as the space allows. As if it’s my fault that he is caught up in all this. And maybe it is. If I’d not turned my back on Gavriel, I’d have known what Arisha was researching. Kept it out of our room. Taken care of the damn Yocklol tree.

      River jerks his head at the guards, clearing the room of our escorts. Coal leans against the door, arms crossed over a broad chest. His chiseled face is hard. Cold. River steps back to stand beside Sage’s chair, his stormy gray eyes and beautiful sculpted face as implacable as ever. To them, I’m just another unruly student—perhaps the most unruly they’ve ever had the displeasure of contending with.

      Before anyone can speak, a confident knock sounds twice against the doorframe. Shade lets himself in at Sage’s bark of acknowledgment. The healer has a satchel slung over his shoulder, the gold of his dress uniform bringing out the sun-kissed bronze of his skin and length of his dark lashes that are too beautiful to be on a male. Shade’s glistening hair is plaited back, his yellow eyes somehow adding warmth to the room without even trying.

      “With your permission, Headmaster Sage,” Shade steps around me to lay a gentle hand on Katita’s shoulder, “I would like the girl sitting down while whatever this is about rolls out.”

      “Of course, do take care of the princess,” says Sage in his pinched, wheezing voice. “However, as she is the one to have invoked a tribunal, I will require she speaks.” He shifts in his seat to better address Katita, who is now trying to refuse Shade’s insistence that she sit on an ottoman. “Princess Katita. It is most…unusual…to have a cadet request such a meeting. I, of course, have nothing but the greatest respect for King Zenith and his throne. How might I be of service to his daughter?”

      River shifts his weight, the movement nearly unnoticeable except for the waves of displeasure rolling off him. “If I may,” he says, his voice even, “it appears that two cadets had an altercation just now, which led to the injury we see. An unfortunately not unique incident amongst youth. For the consistency of Academy discipline—and to avoid the appearance of special treatment that students from other kingdoms might read into this meeting—may I propose that I oversee the matter?”

      “My request has nothing to do with the squabble, sirs,” Katita says quickly, shrugging at her broken wrist as if it were hardly material to the matter at hand. “I’ve discovered that Leralynn of Osprey meddles with fae craft and appears to have co-opted Arisha of Tallie and Tyelor of Blair onto the same path. I ask they be turned over to the authorities in Grayson for further investigation.”

      My breath stops. Beside me, Arisha gives a strained sort of gasp. Sage sputters into his handkerchief for so long, I’m certain he is buying himself time to think. Only River’s face remains utterly devoid of expression as he clasps his hands behind his back and stares down at Katita. “Your proof?” he says levelly.

      “My initial suspicions were roused four days ago, when Leralynn of Osprey claimed possession of a medallion with what appeared to me as fae-crafted runes,” Katita says smoothly. “I dismissed the notion at the time, as you, Commander River, seemed to have recognized the disk.”

      Beside me, air catches in Arisha’s throat.

      Shooting Arisha a quick glance, Katita returns her attention to River. “The unnatural effect Leralynn appeared to have on Tyelor of Blair further bothered me, sir. In retrospect, I believe Leralynn may have used fae craft to coerce him into associating himself with the disk as well as making other choices that are of benefit to Leralynn to Tyelor’s detriment. However, that was only the seed of my suspicion. The proof came just moments ago, when I caught Leralynn’s roommate carrying fae craft documents. If left unchecked, I fear she will summon the beasts depicted.”

      Katita gestures to Arisha’s papers, which River retrieves from my friend’s hands. For a few moments, no one says a word, the sketches laid out on Sage’s desk speaking for themselves. Finally, River taps his finger on one of the sclice drawings, dark brows drawn in thought. “This is a likeness of the hog beasts Leralynn of Osprey assisted us in putting down a few days back, sir,” says River. “I agree the creatures are not of this world and question Leralynn’s judgment in describing them to her artistic roommate, but she certainly isn’t trying to summon the things.”

      Thank you, River. The wave of relief hitting me is so strong that I nearly sway.

      Katita’s chin rises. “You mean these hog things have already appeared near here?”

      “Yes,” says River.

      “No,” says Sage, before pursing his lips at the obvious conflict of words. “What I mean is that there is no longer a problem, Your Highness. The situation was handled swiftly, leaving no danger to the students. King Zenith can be assured of that.”

      “With due respect, sirs, then this is the second confirmed incident of fae craft that is tied directly to Leralynn of Osprey,” says Katita. “After two centuries of no problems, we have two within a week of her arrival.”

      “The second?” Sage asks, taking the bait.

      “I make a habit of visiting injured guards, sir,” says Katita, the stark similarity to what River and Autumn do back in Slait slicing deep into my gut, though I imagine Katita’s motives may be somewhat more calculating. “This morning, I spoke to the young man named Rusty who lost his arm. It appears that several days ago, Rusty scratched his arm on patrol. Upon returning to the stable, Rusty ran into Leralynn, who was mucking stalls as per her punishment detail. Rusty admitted to acting in a manner not befitting a gentleman, making crude comments regarding Leralynn’s body. In retaliation, Leralynn insisted on meddling with the small injury he sustained—which started growing worse before the guard’s very eyes. Unnaturally worse. The spread of magic-rooted corruption continued until the boy lost his arm late yesterday evening. Tyelor was in the stable at the time. I imagine he can vouch for the account—unless he played a larger part than witness in the events.”

      “No.” My blood simmers, my hands curling into fists. “Rusty was hurt, and his partner was pressuring the boy to downplay the injury.” My voice rises with each word, and it’s an effort of will to rein in my tone. “I looked at the wound. I didn’t cause it. And Tye helped ensure the boy went to the infirmary.”

      Sage coughed into his handkerchief, shifting through the paper laid out before him. “And yet your roommate carries images of the wound, along with predictions of its spread and notes on the magic that causes the blight.” He holds up his hand. “Commander River, did you not issue a decree that not so much as the word fae was to be uttered in my Academy?”

      “I did, sir,” says River.

      Sage sighs, rubbing his face. “Then it is safe to presume that this isn’t an accidental bit of research.”

      Bile rises up my throat.

      Katita nods, a shawl of triumph settling over her shoulders as she sweeps the room with regal gaze before focusing her attention right back on the small man sitting behind the large desk. “With all that, Headmaster Sage, I request Leralynn of Osprey be taken before a magistrate for further investigation and trial immediately. I believe Arisha and Tyelor are likely victims of her wiles and not true accomplices, but that is for the court to determine.” Katita raises her delicate chin, standing tall despite her pallor. Her voice drops. “To be clear, my lords. I speak now not as an Academy cadet, but the heir to the Ckridel throne, which you all have pledged your lives to.”

      “None of this is true,” I hear myself saying. What the bloody hell am I supposed to say? My breath halts, the tension in the room vibrating like the string of a violin. The males—my males—are silent. Willing to protect me no more than I was willing to protect the mortal realm.

      No. Something. I have to be able to do something to save Arisha and Tye at least. I will do something.

      Beside me, Arisha grips my hands, hers damp with sweat. “You can’t do anything, Lera,” she whispers, her voice shaking. “Katita is the heir to the throne. She can do as she wishes.”

      “Lieutenant Coal,” Sage says, his nasally voice filling the chamber. “Take them into custody. We are an academic body, not a court. The magistrate can work this out.”

      Coal steps forward, his ice-filled blue eyes meeting mine. I wonder what he makes of having bedded me in the cave. Whether he regrets the entanglement now. Whether he feels anything at all. Coal’s hand reaches for my wrist.

      The roar that sounds from the back of the chamber has nothing human about it. My heart stops, the room in a momentary silence. Then Arisha, Katita, and Sage all scream in unison as a large gray wolf pounces on Coal’s chest, knocking the male away.
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      Coal stumbles back, drawing his sword in a single motion as a new terror rushes through me. Voices rise in explanation. Katita screaming, Sage gasping, River barking orders for everyone to stay still. The amulet against my chest grows hot trying to force an explanation into my foggy mind.

      Shade left for medical supplies. The wolf rushed in just now through an open door.

      Shade’s wolf snaps his teeth, his yellow eyes flashing at Coal. Circling him. Nipping at his sword arm and ankles.

      Coal swings his steel with one precise motion, not a dull practice blade, but a razor-sharp edge aimed for Shade’s jugular.

      “No!” With a scream, I launch myself in the middle of the pair, burying my fingers in Shade’s warm fur. Beneath my hold, the animal’s sides vibrate with flesh-shuddering growls. “Don’t fight.”

      Coal’s gaze snaps toward me, penetrating my eyes as if seeking answers.

      My mouth is dry, my heart racing my breath. Shade’s wolf holds its position against my thigh, hackles raised.

      You know this wolf, I shout at Coal in my mind. Remember him. Bloody remember.

      “Fae craft.” Katita’s voice shatters the silence. “Osprey summoned a wolf to her aid.”

      “He walked through the door.” Beside Katita, Arisha’s thin voice sounds barely above a whisper. When gazes turn to her, the girl blanches but stands her ground. “The wolf wasn’t conjured. He walked through the open door. We all saw it.”

      My amulet heats, agreeing with Arisha’s words. Slowly, the others nod along despite themselves. They can’t help it. The veil tells them what to believe, and Arisha plays to the veil.

      Arisha swallows. “And he didn’t just appear. That’s Lera’s pet. Ruffle. I’ve seen him before.”

      The amulet stays cool. That fiction I made up all on my own.

      “It doesn’t matter. Only a fae would have a wolf as a pet,” Katita says, recovering her wits first. “Put him down, Master Sage.”

      “You can’t do that,” I gasp, gripping Shade’s thick gray fur desperately. Stomach bile claws at my throat, and my eyes dart around the room, looking for a single sane face. She can’t. I can’t let her.

      “I don’t think you understand how this kingdom works, Lera,” says Katita.

      “Katita is the heir to the throne,” Arisha’s voice reminds me. “She can do as she wishes.”

      My gaze flows to River, his intelligent gray eyes watching me. Watching everyone. As he always does. Watching, thinking, evaluating, carrying the weight of responsibility that would crush a lesser being. Katita may be a princess of a small kingdom, but River is the king of an immortal court.

      And River can’t do as he wishes. Never could.

      I gasp, the sudden realization slowing the world around me. I can see the room I’m in—River is tightening his brow, Sage is fingering his handkerchief, the logs are crackling in the flame—but my mind is too busy to pay attention to that. What is more powerful than the king of Slait court, so powerful that it makes the king himself bend a knee?—It is the welfare of Slait itself.

      “No,” I whisper, turning to face Katita, knowing the move I need to make. My one move. “No, I do understand how your kingdom works, Your Highness. Which is why you can’t turn me over to the magistrate. Or Arisha. Or Tye. Not without announcing to the whole Continental Alliance that Ckridel has been compromised by magic. That the very Academy they’ve sent their children to has been under siege from those hog beasts for weeks, and your officers kept it quiet.”

      Letting go of Shade, I step toward Katita, my voice becoming more powerful with each word.

      “Men and women around the continent have been tortured and executed for charges so frivolous that it makes the evidence you laid out today a case for the newsleafs. But that’s the problem, Katita. There is no magic breach in all those other places. No magical blight. No hog beasts. Just accusations of ‘fae craft’ levied against people who’ve never seen magic. But here, in your kingdom, in your famed Academy that’s stood for two hundred years, there is true danger.  Enough of it that if the alliance learns your secret, Ckridel may find itself all alone. So, here is what you are going to do, Katita of Ckridel, heir to King Zenith’s throne: you will get on your knees and beg everyone in this room to keep that secret.”

      Katita’s face has gone white. I know through my bones that she has never been given such an order in her life. The danger of what I’m doing thuds in my temples, but I hold my ground.

      Katita’s nostrils flare, her good hand opening and closing at her side. Wide teal eyes study me, the pure hatred in them tempered only by dawning comprehension.

      I take another step closer. “And after that, Your Highness,” I say, my voice ringing through the room, “you will beg that we continue pooling our swords and our minds and our research to work out how to pull your kingdom out of this blight. Because those drawings and theories are all we have standing between the mortal lands and disaster.”

      The last is not true. The mortal realm has more than drawing and theories. The mortal realm has me.
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      “And did she?” Shade asked Coal, his soft voice riding under the din of dining hall conversation. “Did Katita get on her knees?”

      The clink of silverware on china echoed delicately around the great tapestry-lined dining hall, the crystal chandeliers overhead scattering candlelight on all the finely dressed diners below.

      “Yes.” Coal dug his fork into a slice of roasted pig. He tasted none of it—though that didn’t stop him from eating every bite—which he was focused on now with more industry than the task required. No matter how he angled his chair, he could not help seeing Lera at the other end of the hall, her red dress as bright as the fire glowing inside her. It was strapless, tightly hugging her breasts and torso, then flowing down from her waist in textured waves of silky crimson. She was eating. Talking. Smiling at Arisha as if she had no concept of what that dress was doing to every male in the dining hall—and, knowing her, she probably didn’t. The dress, the creamy shoulders and clavicle, her fiery hair, the shadowed V of her breasts, inviting the eye lower and lower. It was enough to make a man mad.

      But Lera didn’t notice. She was moving on with life, doing all the normal things Coal found near impossible after the morning’s near horror.

      Coal still didn’t know what he would have done had a bloody wolf not walked into Sage’s chamber just when the headmaster ordered Coal to seize Lera. How far he’d have let things get before breaking the girl out, no matter what it took. Coal wanted to think it was because no one deserved to fall victim to the fae hunts plaguing the continent, but he knew it was more than that. Coal hadn’t been worried or concerned as Princess Katita laid out her deadly accusations—he’d been terrified down to his core.

      “Leralynn. Stars,” Shade said softly, shaking his head. “I’ve little notion what just might come into that girl’s mind next. And speaking of Katita—her wrist really is broken. Don’t let her push it.”

      Coal nodded, paused, then schooled his voice to a quiet nonchalance. “When you left to get supplies for a splint, where did you go?”

      Shade shifted, his golden eyes carefully impassive. “The infirmary.”

      “No, you didn’t.” Coal snatched Shade’s wrist before the man could move away. “I went looking for you afterward, and no one had seen you there. You might have gone to the infirmary, but that’s not where you ended up.” Coal paused at a slight tic in Shade’s jaw. For a moment, they locked gazes, their silence filled with the sounds of an oblivious dining hall. Then Coal slowly released Shade’s wrist, leaning away from the higher-ranking officer. “You’ve a bloody big problem, Shade. Let me help you.”

      Leaning forward into the space Coal just vacated, Shade bared his teeth. “I will tell you what losing time is like, right after you lay out the details of being held captive. Unless you want to put that on the table, stay out of my business.”

      Coal kept the man’s gaze, letting silence trickle between them.

      “Is everything all right?” River asked, his approach bringing Coal and Shade to their feet. Setting down his plate, the commander frowned. “Am I interrupting something?”

      “Not at all, sir,” said Shade. “Coal was filling me in on what happened at the tribunal. It appears I left just before things turned interesting,” said Shade.

      “I think you should move Leralynn off my training team,” Coal said, turning to River. “After what happened a few days ago, it would be better to put some distance between us.”

      “Agreed.” River’s brisk reply stung despite being right. Sighing, River lowered his fork without having taken a bite and brushed a hand through his short brown hair—his only tell of turmoil within. “Except I can’t. That girl brought a princess to her knees this morning, defied me in the middle of the infirmary four days ago, and—if the rumors I’m hearing are correct—started a fight with three royals twice her size yesterday in an effort to protect Rabbit. I’ve no one else who can handle her, Coal. The girl has a point about making use of her magical knowledge, but she is a cadet. A fact that she—and we—need to remember very plainly.”

      Coal’s stomach clenched. Everything River had said about Lera was true—painfully true—except for one thing. Coal was not the right person to handle her. Not when just the scent of her threw his mind and body into chaos, brought up memories that he barely recognized as his. But how could he say one word of this to River without digging himself into an even deeper hole?

      River watched him, waiting for a response. Then something shifted in the commander’s eyes as he studied Coal’s face, probably seeing far more than Coal intended. “I am sorry, Coal,” River said.

      Coal shrugged.

      “What about the wolf?” Shade asked. “We can’t have a wild animal roaming the Academy.”

      “You’d need to catch him first.” Coal turned to his food. He was the only one eating. “I saw the beast before. He’d been with Leralynn when she got away from me on our run. Came and left. Like today. Arisha is right, the animal isn’t—quite—wild.”

      “And how many cadets do you propose we let him maul before we give him that distinction?” Shade asked.

      “Do you truly want an answer?” asked Coal.

      “This day just keeps getting better.” Pushing his plate away, River tipped his head toward the sound of the Academy bell and rose. “I need to go talk Sage down from having an apoplexy after this morning,” he said, rebuttoning his crisp dinner jacket. Placing both hands on the table, River lowered his voice to hard command. “In case I wasn’t clear before—I want Lera under close watch, lest she graduates herself from protector of wolves, children, and instructors to a one-woman force guarding us from the immortal world.”

      
        
        <The End>
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