
        
            
                
            
        

    
STARS MAY FALL
A FANTASY ROMANCE
STARS MAY BURN
BOOK TWO
[image: ]


ALICE IVINYA



STARS  MAY FALL

STARS MAY BURN: BOOK TWO

All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced, uploaded or transmitted in any form without the author’s written consent. This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people or events are entirely coincidental.

Published September 28th, 2024

Copyright © 2024 Alice Ivinya.

Developmental Edit by Jacque Stevens

Line Edit by Sara Lawson

Cover design by Logan Keys


Dedicated to Olivia for all your support.

(Even if Sophie would disapprove of the mortality rate of your houseplants.)

And my goddaughters Amity and Beatrice.

Maybe one day you will be reading these books like your mommy.


Everything must fall.


GLOSSARY


Glossary

Main characters

Lady Sophie Batton (previously Halfield/ Cuthbert) (21y) -lady of Kasomere, daughter of a moneylender, Kasten’s wife

General Kasten Batton (27y) - lord of Kasomere, illegitimate oldest child of the king, general of the king’s armies, Sophie’s husband

Callum Tavolyn (25y) - Kasten’s best friend and illegitimate son of the king’s cousin

Princess Annabelle (19y) - king and queen’s only daughter

Lord Venerick (24) - Lord High Chancellor, betrothed to Princess Annabelle
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The royal family

Crown Prince Stirling (20y) - king and queen’s son and heir

Second Prince Clarence (14y) - king and queen’s youngest son
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Kasten’s guards

Sir Philip - recently promoted head of Kasomere household guard

Sir Chance - commander of the first battalion.

Sir Luke - commander of the Kasomere troops in Adenburg

Sir Egbert - head of Kasomere city guard

Sir Jon - trains recruits in Kasomere

Sir Cley - killed at Battle of Whitehill. Previous head of Kasomere household guard

Sir Tristan - killed by halfsouls. Previous second in command of Kasomere household guard
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Sophie’s staff

Beatrice and Lucy - maids under Kasten’s employ

Dame Meena - Sophie’s personal guard

Dame Tara - Sophie’s personal night guard in Kasomere and Meena’s cousin
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Annabelle’s staff

Hetty - Annabelle’s personal maid

Noah - kitchen steward and head of Annabelle’s information network

Jared - farrier, crossbow instructor, and retired guard

Dorothea - laundry maid

Tilly - junior kitchen maid

Frank - junior grounds underkeeper
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Nobles

Lord Lyrason (44y) - powerful nobleman who is close to the king

Tyler Gregane - Lord Lyrason’s assistant

Duke James - oversees Adenburg city guard

Lord Hans - killed at Battle of Whitehill, minor noble
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Kasten’s staff

Florence - cook in Kasten’s townhouse in Highfair

Mistress Rose - castle steward/head of house

Tom - Kasomere gardener

Finley - Kasten’s personal servant

Sir Jordan - Kasomere city steward
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Sophie’s family

Sir Halfield (51y) - Sophie’s father, a money lender

George (18y) - Sophie’s half brother

Claribel (17y) – Sophie’s half sister

Irabel (15y) - Sophie’s half sister

Miss Claris - maid under Sir Halfield’s employ

Sir Frederick Cuthbert (43y) - Sophie’s deceased husband
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Countries

Fenland - Country where Sophie and Kasten live. Adenburg is the capital.

Tyrazastan and Nibawae - Countries that border east Fenland. Hot, dry climates.

Cerith Empire - Large empire south of Fenland.

Kollenstar - Borders east Fenland. At war with Fenland, Tyrazastan and Nibawae.
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Kryalcomy metals

Kryal - can direct light, heat, water or air from one pole to another

Turstan - store for substances channeled by kryalcomy

Jadum - magnifier of substances channeled by kryalcomy

Yadum - nullifier substances channeled by kryalcomy
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Callum’s inventions

Fansifold knife - heats hot enough to cut through metal

Detector - picks up kryalcomy users

Reserve - stores strength/ force

Impactor - takes the force from blows and transfers them to the reserve

Grappling hook device - unwinds and rewinds under switch control

Freisk knife - made of yadum so nullifies haemalcomy on contact

[image: ]


Sophie’s Plants

Sweetwart flowers - local anesthetic

Sweetwart leaves - can chew to treat mouth ulcers

Swamp plants

Felixleaf - antiseptic (fragile but powerful)

Yellowmoss - antipyretic

Bigsweed - potent antiseptic (also separates the component parts of mixtures)

Honey orchids - sweetens medicines and can increase potency

Pigsmoss - anti-inflammatory

Birdsfoot - analgesic and anesthetic

Pinkseed - powerful anesthetic
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KASTEN
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Iopened the hidden door inside the east wing and waited for the kryalcomy lights to flare, chasing away the clinging shadows with cold blue light until they cowered in the corners. The only sound was my breathing, coarse and heavy against the stone walls of the unadorned room. For the first time in countless hours, I stood still, my heart thumping as it struggled to supply enough oxygen to my exhausted limbs. My fresh reserves—the kryalcomy devices pressed against my skin that stored energy—were already mostly drained, but I wouldn’t let anything slow me down. Not when Sophie’s life depended on every second. She might be heavily sedated, but becoming a halfsoul would kill her soon if I didn’t find a way to cure her.

I only stopped long enough to consider the glass case where the starstone hung on its harness. A good person would leave it there. Nobody should have that much power. And once I revealed it, everyone would fight over it.

But I wasn’t a good person. I never had been.

Sophie was good. In fact, she was the only true good in my life. I couldn’t go back to how things were before. I couldn’t lose her.

Without her, the world was only darkness.

I had always been the best at fighting amongst my peers, both with and without a sword. The strongest. The one who could keep going the longest, despite whatever injuries I’d gained. But that wasn’t enough to save her now. I would do anything, even this, to force Lord Lyrason to cure her.

I didn’t care about the cost.

I lifted my sword, vaguely noticing how covered my hand was in grime and blood. With a yell, I smashed the thick glass cabinet, draining the last of the strength from my reserve.

Glass shattered everywhere, but I barely felt its sharp kisses. I tore off my filthy coat and shirt before placing the harness across my bare chest. The only purpose of the straps was to get the starstone in the perfect position—directly over my heart. I knew using untested and dangerous kryalcomy might kill me, but I didn’t care.

I leveled the hilt of my sword horizontally and used both my hands to drive it into the glowing sphere. It crumpled on impact, and I jolted, stumbling backward from the pain. For a split second, my vision blackened, and I registered fresh blood, hot and sticky on my fingertips as it trickled down the sword. Then a tidal wave of power, hot and crushing, bloomed outward from my chest. I was vaguely aware of falling to the floor and my body starting to writhe.

The power threatened to overwhelm me. To incinerate me. My vision turned red. Then white. But I fought it. It would bow to my wishes. It would save Sophie. I screamed my dire need straight back into its all-consuming face.

I concentrated on the raging power, pushing it back, forcing it to become smaller and smaller—more and more concentrated—until it was a white ball of infinite power in my chest, pulsing with tension. I sat up and gasped in deep breaths as my vision gradually came back into focus.

Nothing had ever felt like this before. I could feel its throb under my skin like a new heartbeat, as if I was drawing on a hundred reserves at once every second over and over. My fatigue melted away as I experimented with the ebb and flow of pure power.

With this, I could destroy the world.

I stood up, all dizziness gone, and brushed the bloodied shards from my chest, leaving an innocent looking red gash. The glowing light had vanished. Each breath I dragged in reacted with the new power inside me, begging to be let out in a burst of explosive energy. It was a constant wrestle to keep it under control.

I turned at the sound of the door opening behind me, keeping my head low and still brandishing my sword, which was streaked with my blood. Callum stood frozen, his hands clinging to the doorframe. He looked at me, then the smashed cabinet, then back at me. Somebody must have told him about Sophie by now.

He licked his lips. “I…I’m guessing I should grab my coat?” He looked at the crumpled mess of my clothes on the floor. “In fact, I’ll grab two.”

I grunted and strode from the room, feeling like I was flying. I took the stairs three at a time and raced to the stables, ready to ride all those miles back to Adenburg where Sophie waited…along with the person who had done this to her.

Wait for me, Sophie.


ANNABELLE
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Ibanged on the gate of Lyrason’s manor house as hard as I could. Behind me, unseen dogs barked at the noise, and owners yelled for them to be quiet. The sky was draining from inky night to a dull grey as the sun dared to peek above the horizon.

“Open up, open up,” I muttered, looking behind me yet again, nerves making me startle at every noise. There was no sign of General Kasten or invading armies. No soulless either. “Open up!” I hit the door so hard, my hands grazed against the wood. This was ridiculous. If I couldn’t reach Lyrason soon, the whole city could be lost in a bloodbath.

A guard opened an eye hatch and frowned. “Why are you making all this racket, miss? Don’t you know whose house this is?”

I pulled down the scarf that covered the lower half of my face and pushed back my hood to reveal my golden hair. “I am Princess Annabelle. Let me in at once and summon Lord Lyrason.”

The guard hesitated and squinted at me. I cursed internally. I must look a mess, but I really didn’t have time for this.

I put on my haughtiest voice. “Do you dare treat your princess like this? Open the door at once and summon your lord.”

The guard licked his lips then made his decision. He bowed his head, slid the hatch closed, and unclicked the latch on the door. It opened just wide enough to let me in. I pushed through at once.

He stood there awkwardly instead of escorting me up the drive. “Excuse me, Your Highness, but if you’re the princess, where are your guards and servants?”

I narrowed my eyes at him, trying to suppress my frustration. “Back at the palace. There was no time to assemble an escort. Lord Lyrason’s life is in danger. If you won’t summon him, take me to him at once.”

The guard bowed his head again, then he started walking cautiously toward the house, looking around as if hoping somebody else would take over. Maybe I should have found help before going to Lyrason’s house. But who could I trust with this? Who would keep the secret of my night time outings? A few servants helped me sneak in and out of the castle, but they didn’t have the clout to help in this situation. And Venerick was a huge unknown who was associated with Lyrason’s close friends, so he could potentially be involved with the halfsouls. Besides, I had been trained in negotiations. It would simply have to be me.

The white pebble drive was long with one sharp corner rounding a large pond, and bordered by lime trees, their leaves lightened to a bright acidic yellow by autumn. The trunks seemed almost black in contrast, and as we passed bright tree after tree, my anxiety grew. The servant’s pace infuriated me, and I could only tolerate it for so long. I took off running, glad I was still wearing trousers beneath my long coat, and didn’t look back to see if he tried to catch up.

I leapt up the pale steps and crashed through the front door, ignoring the footmen. I skidded to a stop on the marble floor of the main hallway. It was surrounded by a square staircase that crossed the walls and ascended four stories. High above, a skylight showed dawn becoming brighter.

We were running out of time.

Servants assembled in the hall at what the commotion, while others craned their heads over the banisters above. A few widened their eyes when they recognized me.

“I am here to see Lord Lyrason and request his presence immediately.” I spoke to nobody in particular. Several people hurried off.

A maid tried to guide me to a chair and offer me tea, but I was too agitated, adrenaline making my heart pound, and my limbs refused to stay still. I could see why the guards and servants doubted I was the princess. I was also glad I’d had the foresight to hide my crossbow before coming here where there were so many eyes. I didn’t want my father finding out that I had been sneaking from the palace at night to kill monsters and track the man he had explicitly told me to stay away from. But it might be too late for that.

I started to pace. Lyrason was probably asleep. He would have to be woken, get washed and dressed, and by then it would be…

“Princess.” The voice was calm, soft, and masculine.

My attention snapped back to the staircase, and I was relieved to see Lyrason walking down the stairs, straightening the cuffs of his black jacket. His grey hair was neat and oiled, and his cheeks appeared freshly shaven. It looked like he had already been awake for hours.

My shoulders sagged a little. “Lyrason. You’re here.”

Uncertainty lurched in my stomach for a moment as he analyzed me through his rectangular glasses with a calm gaze. Was I sure I knew what I was doing? My governess had said many times my overconfidence would be my downfall.

Lyrason and I had talked often over the last few years and had been on first name terms since I became an adolescent. He had wanted to marry me before Father had declared my engagement to Lord Venerick, and nobody seemed to understand the reason for Father’s change of heart, including Lyrason himself. Even if Lyrason was behind the haemalcomy, he wouldn’t harm me, would he? He had never been anything but respectful toward me.

I pulled in a deep breath. No matter the risk, I still had to do something. I couldn’t sit around and watch this disaster unfold.

I moved with purposeful steps to the bottom of the stairs and straightened my back. “Do you know how to heal somebody bitten by a soulless? One in Adenburg not Kollenstar.” I hesitated, searching for the word Kasten’s scouts had called them. “A halfsoul?”

Lyrason tilted his head in a puzzled expression, his thin lips tilting up in amusement. “What on earth are you referring to, my dear?”

I clenched my fists in frustration. I hated when nobles insisted on playing games when the matter was urgent. “Listen, if you don’t have a cure quickly available, you are going to be killed, and I fear there will be civil war.”

Lyrason’s smile dropped though he remained infuriatingly calm. He stepped closer and studied me for a moment, readjusting his glasses. “Come into my office, princess, and tell me this story from the beginning.”

I shook my head and spread my hands. “We don’t have time. Lady Sophie Batton has been bitten by one of those halfsoul monsters. Anyone they bite becomes like them: ferocious, animalistic, and sickly. There is no known cure, and most die within a night or two. General Kasten thinks you’re their creator. He’s…out of control. He’s said he is coming here to force you to heal her. If you can’t, well, I fear for what he will do, but he is beyond angry already.”

I remembered the agony twisting his face as he had cradled Sophie, the utter devastation in his expression. It had winded me just to see the horror of it. Then a terrifying, purposeful calm had descended over him. He had risen to his feet, his eyes filled with cold rage, barking orders at Meena and completely ignoring me. He’d said he was coming for Lyrason, and there had been promised violence in his every step, but I had no idea where he had gone first or why. I shivered.

Lyrason cocked his head. “I have nothing to do with any soulless, nor have I heard the term halfsoul before.” Emotion flickered behind his calm façade, and the tendons in his neck tensed. “How do you know all this, Annabelle?”

I lowered my voice, daring him to divert the conversation. “I witnessed it. But that’s not important. Whether you are behind those monsters or not is irrelevant right now as the general is convinced you are. Do you have a cure for Lady Batton or not?”

Lyrason looked to one side and pressed a finger to his lips, considering. “Where is he now?”

“He rode out of the city on horseback, but he was moving fast. I fear he will come for you any moment with whatever he was going to collect.”

The lord raised his eyes back to mine. “His army? It will take two days to collect his regiment from Kasomere.”

I shook my head in exasperation. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s closer? Maybe he has allies? He technically commands our entire army. But he also mentioned some sort of weapon to one of his guards. All I know is if he returns with soldiers and weapons here and you don’t have what he wants, I suspect he will burn this place to the ground. And then I don’t think he will stop. Not if he loses his wife. He could destroy the whole of Adenburg.”

Lyrason considered for a moment, and I noticed a tremble in his lips as if he were only just understanding the true danger of his predicament. However, his calm was quick to return. “Don’t concern yourself with this. If he turns up here with his regiment without permission, the king will send the other regiments to stop him. I have enough soldiers to keep him out of my house until his rebellion is quashed. He will be arrested and executed for treason.” He sounded like he was trying to convince himself that he had no flaws in his existing plan.

I stepped so close to him that it was hard for him to look anywhere but my face. “It would be civil war first. Adenburg would be torn apart. Can’t we stop this if you just give him the cure and save his wife?”

He held my eyes for a moment, his face hardening at my forcefulness. “Go back to the palace where it’s safe, Annabelle. Thank you for your warning. I’ll deal with this. Tell the king to prepare his men. I’ll contact Duke James so he can position the city guard in the area.”

I shook my head, taking a step back, but letting the full force of my determination seep into my voice. “I’m staying to negotiate between you and General Kasten. If I can stop this from becoming violent, I will.”

He raised his eyebrows in surprise, almost as if he were humoring a child. Then he frowned, disapproval creasing the corners of his eyes. “When did you become closely acquainted enough with the general to be able to negotiate with him?”

I lifted my chin. There was no way I was going to admit to him that I’d thought it was a good idea to track Kasten with the kryalcomy device Lyrason himself had given me months ago. Not to mention I had then challenged the general directly, thinking he was behind the halfsouls, only to discover he was trying to stop them. Lyrason and probably every other noble in the palace would be mortified. “That’s not important. Do you have the cure or not?”

Again, he seemed to consider. Faint cracks were appearing in his calm demeanor. I wanted to shake him until reality hit him. At last, he sighed with a faint grimace, his voice becoming low and soft, meant only for my ears. “As far as I know, there is no cure.”

My heart sank. Kingdoms, this was bad and not just for poor Sophie. I firmed my lips. I wouldn’t give up on this. Not when so much was at stake. “Well, you need to come up with one fast.”

He took a deep breath and straightened his jacket, once again seeming completely collected and in control as he met my eyes. “I doubt you need to be so concerned, my dear. If the general turns up here with an army, he will have signed his own death warrant. He’ll likely be stopped outside of Adenburg before he gets close to my door.”

I turned away and started to pace, wavering about what was best to do. I’d warned Lyrason who would now send word to the king. But if he informed Father that Kasten was coming with an army, and then Father raised his own troops, surely that would escalate matters and make war even more likely. And I doubted Kasten was going to waste any time in saving his wife. After what I had seen the last few nights, he liked to do things efficiently and personally.

I met Lyrason’s calculating eyes, trying to mimic his calm despite the fact my anxiety had just been on full display. “I will stay here for now. As I said, if Kasten arrives, I may be able to calm things down. You should find a cure and prepare it.”

Lyrason tilted his head and gave me the humoring smile once more, backtracking from his brief moment of honesty. “My dear, I know the creatures you speak of, but they are not my doing. How would I know what cures them?”

I gave him a hard look and folded my arms. “Kasten believes it’s your doing, so he will believe you are the only one who can cure his wife. Nobody is going to change his mind now. Trying to convince me is useless.” I dragged in a calming breath and looked away. “I will take breakfast while we wait, and I will write a letter to my father.” I didn’t give him the chance to disagree.
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I sat in the garden room listening to birds singing to the morning sun from Lyrason’s lavish grounds. Everything seemed too peaceful for my racing heart. What was Kasten up to? He wouldn’t waste a second when it came to saving Sophie, and five hours had passed since she was bitten. So what was delaying him? My trepidation grew until it felt like ants were crawling under my skin.

Lyrason stood looking out the window, his hands clasped neatly behind his back. Every now and again he would try to engage me in trivial conversation. I suspected he was more nervous than he appeared or why would he stay with me rather than going about his normal business? He had given orders for all of his personal guard to be ready, just in case, and now and again, alert patrols crossed past the windows.

A servant walked in with a letter on the tray. I recognized my father’s seal. Lyrason cracked open the wax and frowned as he read. Tension appeared in his jaw. I stood silently and walked behind him before he could notice, craning to see the words, which were few.

‘Deal with it. Don’t involve me. Send Annabelle back to the palace.’

He hadn’t even signed it. I frowned. Why hadn’t Father replied to me instead of Lyrason? And why was he so curt? Was Kasten right to be suspicious that Father was involved somehow? But he would never allow halfsouls to be made from his civilians.

I moved before it was clear I had read the letter and pretended to look out at the gardens. Lyrason turned to me, crumpling the paper in his fists, the action not matching his polite tone. “Your father says you must return to the palace at once. Let me send some men to escort you.”

I shook my head, clenching my jaw in frustration that neither Lyrason nor Father seemed to be listening to my warning. “I will delay a little longer. I…”

The door crashed open, and a guard ran in. Lyrason straightened. “What is the meaning of this?”

The guard gave a hurried bow. “General Kasten is here, my lord.”

My heart rate shot up. Lyrason remained composed. “How many men has he brought to our gates?”

The man shook his head wildly. “None, my lord, it’s just him. And he’s already through the gates.”

Lyrason took half a step forward, his eyes widening. “What do you mean he’s through the gates? Who let him in?”

The guard bowed his head again, and his hands were shaking. “Nobody, my lord. He destroyed the gates. They’re mostly rubble. The guards posted there are all dead.”

I licked my dry lips. I had vaguely assumed Kasten would sneak in and corner Lyrason once he was inside the house, only taking out a few guards. If I stuck close to Lyrason, I could negotiate between them when he entered. I hadn’t expected…this.

Lyrason had gone very still. “He destroyed the gates and killed the guards by himself?”

“Yes, my lord. He’s using some sort of strange kryalcomy. At least I assume that is what it is. Nobody can get near him. And I barely outpaced him on a horse to reach you. He will be here any minute…”

Lyrason gave me a panicked look as he smoothed back his hair. “What sort of kryalcomy is this?”

I shook my head. “I have no idea.” I dragged in a deep breath. This was what I had come here for. I could do this. I could do anything I set my mind to. But a little voice asked what would be the cost if I failed? “I will stand at the doorway and try to talk with him. You must find a cure.”

Lyrason had gone very pale and leaned against the wall. “Curse the king! Why isn’t he here to help?”

I pretended I hadn’t heard the words and hurried to the atrium wishing I still had my crossbow. Not that it would be of any use. But just holding it made me feel safer, stronger. Annabelle the secretive and deadly vigilante felt very different from Annabelle the inexperienced and sheltered princess.

A tremble ran up my arms as guards with bows and arrows appeared and stationed themselves at the windows. Swordsmen crowded the stairs. Lyrason had a lot of guards for a noble based within the safety of Adenburg. But then, if Kasten was right and he was behind the halfsouls, he had a lot to hide.

Did I really know enough about negotiation to stand between two of the most powerful men in Fenland and keep the peace?

The little voice reminded me that I didn’t know everything going on between these two.

I walked through the front door and descended halfway down the marble steps, keenly aware of all the soldiers under cover around me. Compared to them, I was very exposed to the oncoming threat.

I remembered the dark look in Kasten’s eyes. The rage and anguish. Pain enough to destroy a man. I swallowed. I doubted he had many limits right now if anything stood between him and Sophie. Yes, I was really starting to regret hiding my crossbow.

The drive stretched empty before me, the leaves of the lime trees creating a speckled pattern in the sunlight. More of Lyrason’s guards arrived, hiding behind the trees, waiting with swords and bows.

We didn’t need to wait for long.

Kasten’s figure appeared around the corner striding down the drive away. His back was straight and his walk was confident and purposeful, almost elegant in its relentlessness. His long black coat flapped sideways in the wind. He walked faster than I’d anticipated, his expression making a cold shiver run up my spine. In one hand his sword was drawn and held out. Some trick of the light was making its blade glint pale blue with a strange circular aura.

As he passed a pair of trees, four guards leapt out at him. He didn’t slow. He swiped his sword almost carelessly, and the four men were propelled back by a silent flash of light that burned my eyes. I gaped, transfixed as another group of guards waiting in ambush met the same fate. Thrown as easily as rag dolls, their bodies thudded into trees or were tossed down the road. The guards around me started to shift their feet, and a few edged back.

What in all the kingdoms did Kasten possess?

He plowed forward, his face completely expressionless. He was terrifying.

Around me, guards shot arrows. He knocked them effortlessly from the air with a flick of his sword. Two more guards were thrown through the air, the arc of silver light creating black blotches across my vision.

“Stop!” I shouted, my voice less steady than I had hoped. “Everyone, stop.”

Kasten’s eyes focused on me as he swaggered to the bottom of the steps. The guards around me all took a step back.

The general sneered. “So you’re working for him after all.” It was hard not to cower under the intensity of his gaze. His eyes were deep set, wide, and shadowed, consisting of all sharp lines. Cruel eyes.

I shook my head. “I am not. I’m just here to prevent civil war.”

He started up the steps until his face was level with mine, his feet on the step below. “Get out of my way, Annabelle. I will destroy anything that comes between me and saving Sophie. That doesn’t exclude you.”

True fear made my throat clench as I stared into eyes full of ice cold rage. I softened my voice to an empathetic tone, trying to deescalate the situation and leaning on my years of training. “Listen to me, Kasten. I’m here to help you. You need the cure for your wife. Let me speak between you and Lord Lyrason. He will listen to me and be more likely to comply. There is no need for any more lives to be lost.” I nodded my head toward Lyrason’s guards. “If you charge in here killing everyone, my father will react. The city guard will react. You could cause a civil war.”

He barked a humorless laugh. “Do you think I care if this turns to war? You think I care about our grand country right now?” He took another step toward me, so I was forced to step awkwardly up the next step. Kingdoms, he was tall.

I frowned and added more force to my words. “You should care, because if this escalates to fighting, the last thing Lord Lyrason is going to be doing is finding a cure. You need to persuade him if you have any chance of saving your wife. I can help make this work by keeping both of you focused.”

His posture relaxed slightly, but his eyes narrowed even further. “If Sophie dies, I will kill him, Annabelle. I don’t care how many others will die. I will kill him and anyone else involved.”

My breath shook. “I know. I know. But we’re here to save Sophie, right?”

He scowled. “You have five minutes to talk with him. But don’t try anything.”

I nodded, the motion quick and jerky. Kasten sheathed his sword before crossing his arms in the most intimidating posture I had ever seen. I turned and walked back into the house, willing myself not to look worriedly over my shoulder.

Lyrason was pacing back and forth. “What was that? None of my reports speak of him having a weapon like that.” I had never seen him lose his sense of calm before.

I lingered in the doorway, leaning against it for support. “You must be able to think up a cure.”

He kept pacing, throwing his arms up into the air. “This has nothing to do with me. Why would I have a cure?”

I stepped forward and grabbed his arm, hoping to emphasize my words by making him focus on me fully. “Either you have a cure or you’re dead. You, your household, and probably half our army.”

Lyrason stared at me for a moment and then swore loudly. “There may be a way. But I need some time. It’s not a cure, as such, but we could transfer back to her what has been taken.”

I tilted my chin up. Kasten had been right. It was Lyrason after all. His pretense had finally dropped. “Do it. Now.”

He scratched the back of his neck. “She might not survive long enough. We’ve not transferred the emotions back before. It might not work. Or there might be unexpected side effects.” He shook his head, his eyes darting back and forth as if a better solution would appear if he could only see it.

I gritted my teeth. “We have to try. Get everything ready. I will tell him to bring Lady Sophie.”

I turned to the door as another guard rushed in. “My lord, my lord, soldiers are appearing in front of our ruined gate. ”

“The king?” Lyrason asked.

“No. They seem to be an unorganized mixture of armed civilians and actual military. They say they support the general and whatever action he takes.”

The lord cursed and ruffled his hair. The stakes were getting higher by the minute. We couldn’t let this go any further.

“The cure,” I reminded him. “Now.”

I hurried back to Kasten. He stood completely still on the steps staring at the door as if he could see Lyrason through the walls. I tried not to show how unnerved he was making me.

“Lord Lyrason thinks he knows a way to cure Sophie. You should send away your army.”

Kasten tilted his head to one side in a dangerous gesture. “I didn’t summon an army. If people have come here of their own accord, that’s their wish.”

I licked my lips, tired of repeating myself to make people see sense. “Don’t be a fool. You need to tell them to disperse. If there’s an army gathering in Adenburg, the king could respond with his own. Things will quickly escalate, and it will make it harder for us to concentrate on Sophie.”

He narrowed his eyes on me. “Believe me, I won’t be distracted. Where’s the cure?”

Why did he have to be so difficult? Couldn’t he see I was trying to help him? “Do you really want to bring Sophie into a battlefield? You should disperse them and bring her here.”

He scoffed. “I have no intention of bringing Sophie here. Lord Lyrason will come to her. Now. With whatever he needs to cure her. If she dies, I will kill him.”

I looked down. Lyrason wasn’t going to like this. “Where is Sophie now? Where does he need to go?”

Kasten’s face tightened. “She’s still where you left her in my house in Highfair.”

I nodded. “Dispel the army, Kasten, and go home. I will ensure Lord Lyrason comes as quickly as possible and that no trickery is planned. Go and wait by her side. You have my word. I will do as I say.”

Kasten hesitated, then lifted his chin, looking up and down the house. “He has one hour. If he hasn’t appeared and healed Sophie by then, I will come back and burn this house to the ground.”


KASTEN
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Iknelt beside Sophie’s bed and clutched her hand. The sedative was working well, preventing her from acting like a violent, tortured halfsoul, and she barely moved except for the occasional muscle twitch. She had always had a pale skin tone, despite her love for the outdoors, but now she looked grey and waxy. The tendons in her neck and wrists stood out as she gradually became more gaunt. She was dying, and I had to rely on that monster to save her.

I had never known a hell like this. Every second was unbearable agony. Power pulsed through my veins, power to raze cities and destroy countries. But it couldn’t save her. All I was capable of was destruction, and the urge to destroy was so strong, I had to hold myself still.

“Sophie,” I whispered, brushing the tangled hair from her face. “Hold on, my love.”

I had been such a fool. I’d had the most precious being in my grasp, and I hadn’t done enough to keep her safe. The thought of her smile, the way she pottered happily in the garden, too distracted to notice she was getting compost on her skirts, her vitality and joy, the passionate way she spoke at dinner when she shared her experiments… Kingdoms, every single memory of her burned my soul with agony.

Meena slouched on the other side of the bed, her elbows on her knees, her sword unsheathed across her lap as if she could fight the haemalcomy away. Or maybe because she never wanted to be too slow to defend Sophie again. She remained silent, her eyes not leaving Sophie’s face, though she didn’t touch her. Her skin was still covered in blood and dirt from the previous night, as was mine. What a useless pair we made, sitting in silent vigil. My fingers twitched with impatience.

The moment I’d returned to Highfair, I’d sent Callum to disperse the rabble as Annabelle had requested to make things safer and easier for Sophie. He still hadn’t returned. What was he up to? I prayed that he was up to something productive that might help her.

I heard the door behind me close softly and turned to see one of Sophie’s personal maids, Beatrice, approaching with a bowl of water and flannels.

I made sure to soften my voice before speaking. “Is he here yet?”

She shook her head, her eyes looking anywhere except at mine. I glanced at the clock. He had nine minutes to show his face, or I wouldn’t be able to hold myself back any more. Annabelle. Had she been overconfident or playing me for time to help Lord Lyrason? It didn’t matter now. Either Sophie would be healed, or I would end everything. There was nowhere he could hide that I wouldn’t find him.

Beatrice rang out a flannel over the bowl of water, the sudden noise making me restless. She dabbed it around Sophie’s hairline and neck.

Eight minutes.

I stood and brushed my consciousness against the power from the starstone. I closed my eyes as I sensed the unfathomable, pulsing energy that would be too easy to become lost in. It beckoned me with a caress.

The door opened again, and I snapped my attention toward it. Sir Luke bowed, his uniform as neat as his closely clipped blond beard though I knew he hadn’t slept since fighting the halfsouls. After Sir Tristan’s death outside Sir Halfield’s house yesterday, he had taken charge of the men currently present in Adenburg. He was young and had a nervous air about him, but I didn’t have time to worry about him right now.

His hesitation annoyed me. “What is it?”

He flicked his eyes up in alarm. “He’s here, General. Lord Lyrason is here. He’s outside.”

“Callum?”

He shifted his feet, polished boots creaking the floorboards. “I don’t know, General.”

I pushed past the guard and took the steps three at a time. What had taken Lord Lyrason so long? The front door was open, a servant talking to the people outside, but she scuttled out the way at my approach. Kingdoms, even my own people were terrified of me right now.

I opened the door wider and stared down at Lord Lyrason, Annabelle, and a strange thin man who was slightly hunched despite only appearing in his forties. He carried two large leather bags.

The three froze when they saw me, but I didn’t speak. I had always been a man of few words, and right now, I just wanted them to get on with it and save her.

Annabelle’s cheeks were flushed. She still wore the large baggy cloak she used to hide her features at night when she was playing at being a vigilante, but her crossbow was gone. I ignored her and concentrated on Lord Lyrason. For once, he wasn’t calm; his eyes were unable to meet mine, and his lips twitched up into a smile that was nervous and placating before falling back down. As I glared at him, he pushed his glasses up his nose and his little finger shook, destroying any remaining veneer of control.

When nobody spoke, Annabelle looked between us in concern. “Kasten, Lord Lyrason is here to cure Sophie. Won’t you let him and his assistant in? I told them I would ensure their safety if they can successfully cure her.”

I didn’t move, my caution outweighing my impatience as I eyed the sickly-looking companion. “What are you going to do with her?”

Lord Lyrason straightened and gestured at his companion, but didn’t lose his nervous air. “This is Tyler Gregane. He is gifted at kryalcomy using…emotions and vitality.”

“Haemalcomy, you mean,” I corrected, not bothering to hide my disgust.

Lord Lyrason inclined his head ever so slightly. “He will attempt to replace what has been taken.”

A distant part of me was roused with questions. What emotions? What was the reason behind all of this? How did it work? But that part was buried behind the fact that right now, I really didn’t care. I just wanted Sophie back.

“And that will cure her?”

Lord Lyrason shrugged and licked his lips with a nervous twitch. “I’ve never tried before. But the only way to bring her back to the way she was is to return her emotions and human characteristics.”

My stomach twisted and I felt sick. “There’s no other way but to experiment?”

Lord Lyrason shook his head.

I stepped to one side, my hatred thick. “You had better hope this works.”

The two men scurried inside, and I couldn’t help a swell of satisfaction at Lord Lyrason finally fearing me and doing as I said. Annabelle lingered at my side.

I was about to follow the two men when Callum sauntered up the drive with his hands in his pockets. His walk was casual, but I could see worry in the tightness around his eyes. He always liked to pretend he was nonchalant, and only escalated his acting the more nervous he truly was.

“Where have you been?” I growled.

He smiled at me though it didn’t reach his eyes. “Supervising.”

I didn’t have the patience for this. I half wished he had stayed in Kasomere when I had rushed back for the starstone instead of following behind. “Supervising what?”

“All those people out there who are ready to fight. You know, just in case you start a war or Lord Lyrason tries to escape. Best to be prepared for these things.”

I frowned. “I told you to disperse that rabble.”

He cocked his head with a wince. “I’m afraid that most of them won’t go. Some of them seem rather eager to overthrow the current king, though many are more focused on Lord Lyrason’s downfall. I traveled from Kasomere with Sir Chase and some of your first battalion who I’ve now asked to keep these civilians in check. Now, I am rather keen to supervise what those maniacs are about to do with Sophie.”

My chest clenched with worry at his choice of words, and I waved him in. I followed him slowly up the stairs, dreading what was about to happen. Would she be in pain? What if the only idea to cure her failed?

I couldn’t lose her. I just couldn’t. She was everything.

I entered Sophie’s room and loomed behind Lord Lyrason and Gregane whose shoulders hunched under my glare as he unpacked numerous strange instruments from his bags. Some looked like metalwork instruments, but he also had needles, syringes, and bandages. My blood ran cold. I didn’t want to know what he was about to do. But I also knew I didn’t have a choice but to allow him to do it. Annabelle watched in silence from the corner of the room.

Gregane took out a dark leather collar similar to those worn by the halfsoul dogs, and started to put it around Sophie’s neck. I lunged forward and caught his wrist. “What are you doing!”

He flinched and took a step back. His mouth moved wordlessly.

Annabelle took a step forward. “Kasten, please calm down.”

Lord Lyrason sighed. “By the kingdoms, Kasten. Do you want us to help her or not? That collar will stop any more of her vitality being taken. It blocks haemalcomy and will give us more time. Or do you want her to weaken by the second?”

I considered his words for a couple of heartbeats before releasing the lanky man’s wrist. Nausea made my stomach tighten as he fastened the collar around Sophie’s pale neck. I hated that he was touching her when he was part of what was killing her.

I shifted, folding my arms to prevent me from yanking him away from my wife. “How long is this going to take?”

Lord Lyrason wiped his forehead. “A few hours, I suspect. In truth, I know little about this. Gregane here does my private kryalcomy. Honestly, there isn’t much point in me being here. I might as well return to…”

I stepped up to him. “You will not leave this room until Sophie is back to normal. If she dies, you die here.”

He looked away with a small shiver. “Yes, yes. You’ve already made yourself clear.”

Annabelle laid a hand on my sleeve. “Kasten…”

A clatter resounded as Gregane accidentally dropped half his instruments on the floor. Annabelle startled, and Gregane winced, glancing back at me with fearful eyes as he rushed to pick them up.

Callum cleared his throat and patted me on the arm. He spoke quietly. “You know, Kasten, Sophie is unaware of what is going on right now. I think it might be best if you stepped outside the room and let the man work. I will keep a close eye on things. I understand kryalcomy better than you. Annabelle can assist too if needed. Why don’t you leave Lord Lyrason with a guard outside the room too? I suspect this will be complicated and Gregane would appreciate a more calm working environment.”

I dragged a hand down my face and glanced at Sophie’s pathetic frame. Callum was right. I was no use to anyone here. I grunted, grabbed Lord Lyrason by his coat’s collar, and hauled him out of the room with me.

Two guards were already stationed at Sophie’s door, and I shoved the man between them. I glared at him. “You’re not to move from this spot.”

He licked his lips. “Perhaps a chair…”

I hardened my stare.

He looked down. A placating smile reappearing on his lips before his nerves stole it away. He dropped his voice. “Will you really let me live if she survives? Annabelle said she could guarantee my safety in that instance…”

I met his eyes. “You’ll walk out alive, and none of my soldiers will follow you. I just want Sophie back.”

He gave a hurried nod. “Yes, yes, of course.”

At that moment, Annabelle came out of Sophie’s room, closing the door softly behind her. I turned my back to them all and walked down the stairs toward the dining room. I needed a strong drink.

Annabelle caught up to me on swift feet. She started talking as soon as the door had shut to give us privacy. “You were right, Kasten. It was Lord Lyrason. I find it hard to believe he would do something like this.”

I grunted. I didn’t care. I couldn’t even be bothered to work out if she was playing both sides.

She continued despite my lack of interest. “When I sent a letter to Father, he just sent a letter back to Lord Lyrason saying to ‘deal with it and not involve him.’” I glanced at her, wondering where she was going with this. She was chewing her lip, her eyebrows lowered in concern. “Why would he say that? Does it mean that he already knew about the halfsouls or that he didn’t care?”

I reached the serving table and poured myself a whiskey, not bothering to offer anything to Annabelle. “Well, the king will be forced to act against Lord Lyrason now. Even if he heals Sophie, his guilt will be plain for all to see. The king will have to punish him.”

She frowned as she continued to worry her lip. “Yes. Of course. But still…”

I downed my glass and studied her again. Maybe she was finally realizing her precious father wasn’t so perfect after all and that there was a good reason why I didn’t acknowledge him as mine. I paced the room. My fingers itched. Lord Lyrason had said this could take hours. Hours! What if Sophie couldn’t survive that long? What was I meant to do with myself? Maybe I should go back into the room. But no, Callum was right, I would get in the way, and I trusted him to know if anything was amiss. But I had to do something…

Annabelle helped herself to a glass of water and sat down at the table. Her shoulders sagged, and she seemed smaller. A servant brought a platter of fruit, cheese, and crackers, but neither of us touched it. After countless minutes passed in intolerable silence, she made a pillow with her cloak and rested her head on the table.

At last, I could bear it no longer. I strode back up the stairs, past a bored Lord Lyrason who sat cross-legged on the floor between the guards and crept into Sophie’s room. Callum was restraining Sophie as Gregane poured something down her throat. My friend frowned at me. “Out, Kasten. I will send for you if something happens.”

I folded my arms as I watched my unconscious wife, fighting the instinct to pull them away from her. “Is she improving?”

Callum grunted as Sophie jerked beneath him. “Not the best time, Kasten. Out.”

I obeyed and left the room, returning to pace the dining room.

A nervous messenger, wearing the royal livery, was brought in by servants. Annabelle stood up, expecting the letter to be addressed to her, but the messenger bowed and presented it to me.

“General Kasten, you are summoned to the palace immediately.”

I scoffed. “With my wife at death’s door? You have to be joking.”

Annabelle looked back and forth between us. She turned to the messenger. “Tell my father I am here. Say I agree that Kasten has a right to stay. Tell him I am keeping the situation under control.”

I scoffed again. “I don’t need you to speak on my behalf. I don’t care what the king thinks.”

The messenger looked between us with a worried expression, bowed again, and hurried out.

I turned fully to the princess. “You’re tired. You can barely keep awake. Just go home.”

She glared back with a stubborn fierceness. “Not until this situation is resolved. I’ve seen too much. I’m part of this now. And I’m a valuable witness.”

I downed another glass of whiskey. The power of the starstone throbbed, and I ignored it.

An hour passed. A member of my battalion came to report on the armed men and women gathering in the street. Many had ties to Kasomere or the Red Men, the rebel group who had long been trying to prove Lord Lyrason guilty of illegal haemalcomy. So far nothing had escalated. I nodded but did nothing, trusting Sir Chase with his vast experience and level head to keep things under control. I would deal with that problem once Sophie had survived and was safe. I hadn’t expected support from anybody.

The grandfather clock in the hallway chimed another hour. More food was brought in and left untouched. I sat in my chair, my hands on my knees to stop me going upstairs to Sophie.

One of the doormen entered. “What now?” I snapped.

He bowed again. “We have guests, General. Sent by the king. They’ve come to speak to you and”—he nodded awkwardly to Annabelle—“to retrieve Her Royal Highness.”

Annabelle sat up sharply. “What?”

I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. This was the last thing I wanted to deal with. “Who is it?”

“Duke James, head of the Adenburg city guard, has come to speak with you, and Lord Venerick has come to escort Princess Annabelle.”

I briefly imagined what would happen if I cut off Duke James’s head right now. Unfortunately, that would likely lead to war before Lord Lyrason had a chance to fix what he had done to Sophie. Shame.

I sighed. I needed to keep my wits sharp. “Bring them in.”

Duke James and Lord Venerick entered with serious expressions. They moved closely together, clearly comfortable in each other’s presence, which increased my wariness. A servant offered them wine, but I didn’t stand to welcome them. Instead, I merely stretched out my legs, slouching back in my seat. Both the newcomers bowed to Annabelle, who was standing behind her chair as if using it as a barrier.

She shook her head as she looked between the two newcomers. “This combination of people isn’t going to work. Duke James is too close to Lord Lyrason to be a good mediator between him and General Kasten. He’s biased and not on good terms with the general. He can’t replace me.” A thread of panic entered her voice.

Lord Venerick slicked his dark brown hair back with one hand in a nervous gesture. It bounced straight back up again. I was suspicious the central piece was a wig by the strange way it lay, but I had never seen him with anything different. He held out a hand to his betrothed. “Come, Annabelle, your father has requested you return to the palace. He is worried about you.” He slid a suspicious glance my way.

I scoffed. “Is he frightened that I’ll take her hostage if things turn violent?”

Annabelle stared at me as if the thought had only just crossed her mind, but she didn’t go to Lord Venerick, ignoring the hand he held suspended in the air.

Duke James squared his shoulders toward me in a strangely professional stance. “Where is Lord Lyrason?”

I glanced at the doorman and flicked my fingers to signal for him to fetch the man.

Duke James kept his expression blank. “The king is aware of the current situation. He understands that your wife has been hurt by a kryalcomy experiment and orders Lord Lyrason to save her as quickly as possible. He holds him at fault.”

I tilted my head with a grimace and spread my hands to show how little those words were helping.

Duke James continued without reacting. “He understands your anger, but requests you disperse the rabble. If you don’t, I will be forced to muster the city guard around them. Many are speaking treasonous slanders against the king. He is worried things could get out of control.”

I shrugged. “They have nothing to do with me. I ordered them to disperse, but they are not my soldiers. They didn’t follow my order, so some of my battalion from Kasomere are keeping them under control for now, since you seem to doubt the ability of your city guard.”

Duke James stepped forward, smoothing one side of his straight black hair. “You don’t seem to understand the situation, General. These people may incite others to try to overthrow the king. The unrest is spreading. We could end up with riots.”

I didn’t move but crossed my ankles. “That sounds like a problem between the king and his people. Not me.”

Duke James tried to loom over my chair. “Not if they are saying they want you on the throne. They will rise up in your name.”

Behind Duke James, Annabelle gave me a nervous, warning look.

I cocked my head. “I don’t want the throne. And I am not leaving my house and my dying wife to sort out your mess if you can’t control your city.”

Duke James lifted an eyebrow. “And if she dies?”

I stood then, struggling to control my temper. “Then I will kill every last person responsible for her death—everyone who has helped Lord Lyrason.” He didn’t step back. There were now only inches between our faces.

Duke James would know I included him as culpable, but his eyes remained unflinching as steel. He spoke slowly and dangerously. “And does that include the king?”

I forced a cold smile. “I would be intrigued to find out.”

Duke James’s lips twitched slightly. “Then it wouldn’t just be the people outside who are considering treason, would it?”

I was sick of this. So sick of this. The power built and thrummed within me, and I let a little trickle enter my limbs, causing my weariness to vanish. I could kill this man with just a flick of my wrist, this man who had arranged the city guard to be absent when the halfsouls were released. He was as guilty of the deaths caused by halfsouls as Lord Lyrason.

I hated him so much I could taste it.

I opened my mouth but was interrupted by one of the guards escorting Lord Lyrason into the room. The older man took stock of the situation with frantic eyes before sneering at Lord Venerick. The younger man’s arm was still outstretched to Annabelle as if he still hoped she would come to him but had no other idea about how to achieve that. The poor man looked utterly out of his depth.

Lord Lyrason’s eyes widened as he pieced together what was going on. “No, no, if the king has sent Lord Venerick to retrieve his daughter, she can’t go. Princess Annabelle must stay. She can ensure my safe return more than Duke James. Kasten would happily kill him too. We need a royal to negotiate.”

I glared at him. “Shut up.”

Lord Lyrason turned to Duke James with pleading eyes. “Though it would make the most sense for me to leave here while my man works to save Sophie. I am of no use. You have the king’s authority, don’t you? You could escort me to the palace.”

Duke James gave the man a hard look, which surprised me. The two of them were normally so close. “The king said you must fix your mistake or face the consequences yourself.” Duke James’s eyes returned to mine. “Leave the rest of Adenburg out of this private quarrel. Make your battalion disperse the gathered people with force if necessary.”

I shrugged. “Fine. My soldiers will force them to disperse.” I didn’t need a civilian army to kill or destroy anything I wished. Not now. Lord Lyrason slouched against the wall as if from exhaustion.

I wondered if the king had sent Duke James on purpose because he knew the duke worked with Lord Lyrason. If Sophie died, he had neatly presented me with the two culprits and so minimized potential collateral damage. Throw some meat to the wild animal so it leaves you alone. He seemed to want this incident tied up nicely, whichever direction it went. Smart and ruthless.

I summoned Sir Luke and gave orders away from listening ears for him to pass to Sir Chase. The rabble on the street wouldn’t go far. There was too much rage after what Lord Lyrason had done to the Red Men, catching them and releasing them as halfsouls. But I had no intention of leading a rebellion. Instead, I asked them to organize rallying points and meeting places. That way the unhappy civilians would still feel involved and, therefore, be more inclined to follow orders.

Duke James’s expression was still hard. I gave him a small, cruel smile. “You do realize things are over for you, don’t you? Both you and Lord Lyrason. If Sophie dies, you’re dead. If Sophie lives, you’ll be tried by the court. The truth is out now. The king won’t be able to ignore it or cover it up.”

Duke James said nothing, though his eyes darted to Lord Lyrason whose expression alternated between anger, frustration and fear. His anger wasn’t directed at me either. I suspected it was because of the king’s refusal to save him or help, which made me increasingly convinced of the king’s involvement.

A new thought struck me. What if Lord Lyrason had only been doing this on the king’s orders, only to be discarded when found out? What if the king was the instigator all along? If that was the case, this was far from over.

And Lord Venerick was the Lord High Chancellor, and so, in charge of the justice system. I didn’t know him at all, but if he was friends with Lord Lyrason and Duke James, he could influence the courts. He didn’t look like a villain, though. More like a startled mouse surrounded by cats, completely confused by the conversation and insinuated threats. A strange match for Annabelle, who was definitely a cat. But I knew all too well how dangerous it was to judge people on appearances.

Lord Venerick’s soft, whispered voice was loud in the silence. “Annabelle, my dear, please, let’s go.”

Lord Lyrason flashed angry eyes at him, not bothering to hide his scathing dislike. Interesting. I supposed he was angry that he wasn’t the one engaged to Annabelle. Venerick didn’t seem like an impressive competitor to lose to. “She stays. The general won’t hurt his half sister. Nor will the king harm his daughter.”

I paused, following his train of thought. Did he expect the king to attack this house and kill everyone inside to cover up his complicity in the plans? Everyone with knowledge of it was here or in the grounds. But that was ruthlessness to the extreme.

I frowned and looked to Lord Lyrason. “What do you mean?”

Annabelle’s blue doe eyes were wide. Venerick moved a step closer to her as if in protection, one hand on the hilt of his rapier. He didn’t look like much of a fighter.

A series of thumps came from outside as Callum half fell down the stairs and crashed into the room. “Kasten, it worked. Sophie’s awake.”

The relief in the room was tangible. I ignored them all and ran to my wife.


ANNABELLE
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With Sophie safe, there was no need for me to linger any further at Highfair. I suspected Kasten would want us all gone from his house as soon as possible. And that meant I was now in for an awkward carriage ride.

Lyrason had clearly had the same thought and was gone from the house with Gregane before anyone had the chance to stop him. Duke James lingered in the corner, apparently waiting to see me leave safely with Venerick before he departed.

I couldn’t believe Father had sent Venerick of all people to Kasten’s house. Things had been going smoothly and simply between me and Venerick, and this was sure to hinder the impression I had worked hard to present: that I was sweet, easy to be around, and uncomplicated. I didn’t want him to start asking questions about what I had been up to tonight. So far, the easy, civil relationship that kept most of our lives private was exactly what I had wanted. And since he was the Lord High Chancellor, he was a busy man and had asked few prying questions. Maybe this was exactly why Father had sent him here, to remind me that my misbehaving would have an impact on my relationships and ease of life. Now, Venerick was sure to be suspicious of what I was up to, and I didn’t want anyone to get in the way of me doing what needed to be done. Father was sure to make my life harder from now on, anyway.

I sighed in frustration. I had just prevented a blood bath. Potentially saved all of Fenland from civil war. But instead of celebrating and collapsing into my bed in an exhausted heap, I now had to smooth things over with Venerick and assure him I was still the suitable bride he thought I was. At least he was unlikely to lecture me, unlike Father.

I let him take my hand and lead me toward the carriage. The front garden of Kasten’s house was small, mostly consisting of high shrubbery to shield the house from the road. There was no drive, merely a path to where the carriages and horses waited on the street. But even the short walk to the carriage felt like a trial. Now the threat had passed and my adrenaline had withdrawn, exhaustion weighed down my limbs, and my mind was sluggish.

“Princess, wait!”

I turned in surprise to see the fashion disaster that was Callum Tavolyn running down the narrow marble steps, one arm outstretched. He caught up with us and grinned, shoving his hands in his pockets as if he had just sauntered up with all the time in the world. “Excuse me. Kasten wanted to give you something.” He held out a velvet pouch.

I hesitated. “What is it?”

He shrugged. “Don’t know, but he half muttered something like an apology for not returning…” He flicked his eyes to Venerick who was radiating awkwardness. “Something.”

I took the pouch. “I owe him nothing. He owes me nothing. Our future business is our own.”

He gave me a strange look as if he didn’t understand me at all. “I will pass that on to him. Well, whenever he’s ready to acknowledge the existence of any people outside of Sophie.” He sighed. “Anyway, farewell.”

He bowed to me and Venerick, a far shallower bow than I would have expected. But then I supposed we were related. I couldn’t remember which cousin of Father’s was his father since he had never been acknowledged and shared his mother’s surname.

But I had much bigger things to worry about than Callum Tavolyn.

Venerick seemed uncertain of himself, even after Callum had disappeared, and we continued down the path in silence. The outer garden gate screeched as Venerick fumbled to open it. I was glad our carriage was parked on the street immediately in front, and there was no sign of disturbances or rabble here. Venerick opened the carriage door and helped me in without meeting my eyes, before climbing up himself. There was no way I could retrieve my hidden crossbow now. I’d have to get it another night.

My betrothed took a deep breath as he sat down opposite me and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. “Are you sure you’re all right, Annabelle?” His expression was always so earnest, his voice disarming and slightly clumsy when he was nervous. I wasn’t sure how he survived the intricacies of court and kept his seat as Lord High Chancellor. Surely there had to be others after his title. Was it an act? If so, it was a very good one.

I nodded with a sweet smile. “Thank you for coming to escort me home. As soon as I saw what was happening with Lord Lyrason and General Kasten, I knew I had to intervene. I hope you understand. I’m very tired now.”

He frowned in puzzlement but nodded. “I can always respect actions that seek to resolve disagreements peacefully. And it seems there will be no riots today. I’ll make sure you get back to your rooms safely and tell everyone you’re not to be disturbed. Do you want me to ask the servants to bring you food?”

I shook my head. “No, thank you. I just need to rest.”

He looked as if he were about to say something more but looked out of the carriage window instead. I examined him for a moment. He wore a boring brown jacket and trousers, but they were smart and well made. His wavy hair never seemed to lie flat in the middle which destroyed his attempts at neatness. I forced myself to push through the exhaustion and rested a hand on his knee. My touch made him jump. “Mother told me yesterday that the date for the wedding has been set for three months’ time.”

His brown eyes returned to my face with an intent expression as if he were trying to read me. “Yes. I hope you’re happy with that date, my dear?”

I widened my smile, hoping it looked excited. “It is wonderful news.”

He leaned toward me once more. “I thought that afterward, maybe…perhaps…we could take a tour of the countryside for a month. I’m sure we could ask for our duties to be put on hold for that long.”

I inclined my head. “I would like that.”

My exhaustion was becoming thicker, making my smile harder to maintain. I pinched my forehead. “Forgive me, I have a headache coming on.”

“Oh.” Lord Venerick opened a compartment beneath his seat and handed me a leather water bottle. “Here. You might be dehydrated.”

I drank, wishing to be back at the palace as soon as possible. My mind went back to Kasten and Sophie. I hoped she would wake up as her old self. I still feared what Kasten might do if she didn’t. I ran the events of last night over in my mind one more time and wondered what could help resolve the remaining loose ends to soothe the relationship between Kasten and the Crown. None of them were within my direct areas of influence. I winced. I hated asking for help, but I needed to lie low for a few weeks. I would already be in so much trouble with Father.

I turned to Venerick and hesitated. What would be the cost of asking for his help? Would it be too much to be in his debt? I preferred to do things alone or with people I could easily reward to reciprocate the favor. But this was something small that required me to give him little information. And he was my betrothed. Maybe it would help our relationship progress more positively after what he had seen today. “There is a matter I was wondering if you could help me with, since you understand the legal matters of court.”

He blinked in surprise. He must have realized that I had never asked for his help before. “I would be happy to be of assistance, my dear.”

Father would deal with Lord Lyrason. He had to after this morning’s spectacle. The whole palace would be sure to know about the halfsouls by this evening, but others needed to be dealt with swiftly to keep the peace.

When Kasten had ridden off without explanation straight after his wife had been bitten, he had left Sophie with me and her personal guard, Meena, in his house in Highfair. I had helped settle her before going to warn Lord Lyrason. Meena explained what had happened to Sophie at the hands of her father, Sir Halfield. The thought that my own father asking Sir Halfield to spy on Kasten had led him to torture his own daughter for information, made me deeply uncomfortable. But I knew that wasn’t what my father had intended. Many in the court used their target’s family members to gain information from other households, though it sounded like my father had put unrealistic expectations on Sir Halfield to spy on Kasten, leading to his desperate, despicable act. Father had never liked Sir Halfield. It was clear he was a social climbing snake who was never content, and I wondered if Father had set him a deliberately difficult task with high stakes as an excuse to get rid of him if he didn’t prove useful.

Still, what had happened to Sophie should never have taken place, even before the halfsouls.

“Venerick, Lady Sophie Batton was kidnapped by her father yesterday and held in a cellar where he tortured her in attempts to get information from her and force her to betray her husband.”

My betrothed’s eyes widened. “Are you sure of this? Do you have proof?”

I shrugged weakly, knowing I would have to admit something I had preferred to keep hidden. “I was there, outside the building, when Kasten rescued her. Dame Meena, one of Sophie’s guards, was there too. And other soldiers, although they were killed by halfsouls. The kidnapping happened at Sir Halfield’s house where there are sure to be other witnesses who are possibly more neutral.”

He looked at me with that uncertain look I was becoming familiar with, but thankfully, asked no questions. “And what exactly would you like my help with?”

“I know you often work closely with the city guard. Could you get some men to retrieve Sir Halfield? I remember the location. Dame Meena said Kasten left him tied up there after rescuing Sophie from the cellar. Then I was wondering if you could bring him straight to the king and get him sentenced for his crimes as soon as possible. I know it will smooth matters over with General Kasten and his wife if Sir Halfield is out of the picture quickly. We can’t afford for the general to be provoked any further. Besides, Lady Sophie is going through enough already. It would be easier if her father met swift justice.”

Venerick’s eyes narrowed in thought, and I could see the plans forming rapidly behind them. “I will sort this out today. Can you write the address down, and I will speak to the guard. I will also question Sir Halfield’s household.”

I leaned back in the seat, some of the worry easing from my mind. Lord Venerick wasn’t the most articulate, but he was efficient and good at his job. “Thank you.”

He patted my knee. “Just rest now, Annabelle. It sounds like you’ve had quite the night.”

I forced a smile and ignored all the unanswered questions in his eyes. I could tell he was intrigued, which made me nervous.

My hand strayed into my satchel and found the small velvet pouch that Callum Tavolyn had passed to me. I could feel a round solid weight inside, about the size of a marble, and something that crinkled like paper. A note. Despite myself, I burned with curiosity. What could Kasten want to give me? I doubted it would be a thank you. Knowing him, it was probably something he wanted from me. But with Venerick in the carriage, it would have to wait until I was alone.

I rested my head against the wooden side and closed my eyes.
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Venerick escorted me to my rooms and bowed before leaving, ever polite. I entered to find my personal maid, Hetty, flustered and my lunch long cold on the fireside table. How was it the afternoon already? Then again, it felt like days since yesterday evening when Kasten’s soldier had asked me to sneak out with Lord Lyrason’s tracking device.

I ignored Hetty’s barrage of questions as she drew me a bath, washed a surprising amount of filth from my skin and hair, and retired to bed. Only when she was gone and my rooms were silent did I finally retrieve the velvet pouch that Kasten had sent me.

A silvery metal ball rolled out onto my palm, slightly asymmetrical in shape. It was unmarked but almost certainly kryalcomy. Following it was a flat disk, similar in size and shape to a small coin, with a clip on one side so you could attach it to another object.

I set them carefully on the bedside table and freed the note from the pouch. The writing appeared to have been done in haste, the ink smudged, and the paper was crinkled.

‘Annabelle,

I know I asked to borrow Lord Lyrason’s tracking device from you. It helped me find Sophie, and for that I thank you. However, I find myself not wanting to return it. In exchange, I offer you another of Lord Lyrason’s illegal devices, and one I hope you will find more useful than tracking me. It was stolen from Lord Lyrason by the Red Men, and I in turn confiscated it from them.

It is a listening device. Attach one pole to the place you want to eavesdrop and place the ball in your ear. I regret that it only works at short range. According to our experiments, it fails after ten or so paces. However, the kryalcomy works through walls and significant obstacles.

I trust you will find it useful.

Kasten’

I reread the note before collapsing back on the pillows. It annoyed me that he wouldn’t return the tracking device since it had been an honest gift from Lyrason, but I understood. I had been using it to track Kasten without his permission, after all, and I could grudgingly admit he had a right to be annoyed. In compensation he had given me the listening device.

I was no fool. He had made it seem like a simple peacekeeping gift. A simple trade. But it was clear what he was really after: he wanted me to be his spy.

I’d helped Kasten because I wanted to stop the halfsouls murdering people. I hadn’t intended for this to go further. And worse, I knew who he wanted me to spy on: my father. Kasten was wrong if he thought our brief interaction made me more loyal to him than my family and the crown. Father was a good man.

I could deal with all of this on my own, without the influence of anyone else’s goals.

Still, I placed the two ends back into their velvet pouch and let ideas of how useful it could be niggle away at me as I fell asleep.


SOPHIE
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The world spun, fading in between endless darkness and blinding light. It was hard to focus on anything or form a coherent thought. But Kasten was there. He was my anchor as the world rocked like waves. I clung to his hand in the hope I would soon make more sense of what was happening.

Nausea hit my stomach in a grounding sensation. I flailed to sit up, and strong arms supported me as I retched into a chamber pot. Soft material wiped my lips and hands rubbed my back. I lay back down.

“Sophie, can you hear me?”

It was Kasten’s voice, gruff yet gentle and tender.

I tried to reply, but my mouth wouldn’t move properly.

Fingers stroked my hair back from my forehead. “We’re going to return home to Kasomere. You don’t have to worry about anything. Everything is fine. Your father is gone from Adenburg and can no longer hurt you. Lord Lyrason has been exposed. I’m not going to leave you. You’re safe.”

Despite my confusion, his words settled over me like a soft blanket. I lay still, holding his hand. I only reacted when water was placed at my lips, and then later, when broth was brought after I’d managed to keep the first down.

I must have drifted off, because the next thing I knew, I was being lifted into Kasten’s arms, a sharp pain blooming in my side as the movement made me clench my teeth. The room was clearer now and the world seemed more colorful. My cheek pressed against his chest, and I could feel a strange hum beneath his clothes. I tilted my head back to see my husband’s face. His chin was rough with stubble. It wasn’t like him to not shave. I reached up and grazed it with my knuckle. His shadowed eyes shot down to mine.

“Sophie.” His dark eyes skirted around my face; they appeared full of worry. Somehow all the harsh lines of his face had softened to tenderness. “I’m carrying you to the carriage now. Everything is fine.”

I managed a smile, and his lips tightened in response as if he were holding back tears.

Doors opened, and bright, garish sunlight smothered me for a moment before Kasten ducked over my body, shading my face as he climbed onto the step and settled me on top of a wide seat inside the carriage. The wood creaked as he sat beside me. He carefully moved me, cradling my upper body on his lap with his arm under my head. As the dizziness subsided and the world took on more and more focus, I relished how comforting it felt to be in Kasten’s arms. He’d never held me like this before, like he was my shield and my rock. For once, he wasn’t running off anywhere or hiding away. My body felt heavy and warm. I closed my eyes and clutched his hand.

Darkness. Giant starved dogs. A woman with a twisted face and sharp teeth.

I sat up, my heart racing. Pain lanced up my side with the motion, and dizziness made the nausea return. Beneath me, the carriage lurched and rolled. Kasten’s arms surrounded me, and he moved with a stiff motion as if he had been keeping still for a long time. Had I been sleeping again? It had felt like no time had passed at all.

“Sophie? You’re all right. It’s all right. I’m here. You’re safe.” His arms supported my back and gently coaxed me back down. “Do you feel like you might be sick again? I brought the chamber pot in case.”

I let myself fall back into his lap, releasing the weight from my aching muscles. He cradled my head in the crook of his arm. His eyes looked down at me, still full of worry. This was…nice. I had never expected to see this side of Kasten. The tenderness in his gaze made my stomach dip.

He pushed the hair from my cheek and tucked it behind my ear. “You might not be able to remember things, or you might feel confused. We were told to expect possible side effects since your very essence was taken away and given back. But don’t worry. Once you’re ready, I will help you remember everything you need to.”

My heart rate slowed as my world narrowed to his face. I lifted my fingers to his chin again and wet my lips, determined to form words this time. “You haven’t shaved.”

He barked a laugh in disbelief. “I’m sorry if I don’t meet your expectations right now.”

I frowned, tilting my head to get a better look. “You’ve never not shaved for this long before. I quite like it.”

He half chuckled and half sobbed as he caught my fingers in his hand, kissing each of my fingertips in turn. “Sophie. You’re back.”

He rested his cheek against the back of my hand. His other arm was locked tightly around me as if he was frightened I would disappear. “Sophie…I…you…” He cleared his throat, and his voice lowered. “How do you feel?”

I rolled my shoulders and stretched as an experiment. “Tired. But not too painful. I…” Fogginess clouded my brain and stole the rest of my sentence. I lifted my hand to where a large scab pulled on the corner of my lower lip. When had that happened?

Kasten’s eyes were still drinking me in. “I’ve missed you. I’ve missed you so much. Don’t ever try to leave me again.”

I blinked rapidly, trying to clear my mind. “What happened? What’s wrong with me?”

“You were bitten by a halfsoul outside where your father had been keeping you prisoner. I sedated you and Lord Lyrason returned whatever was taken from you by haemalcomy. If you feel strange or not like before, you must tell me. I still don’t understand what they were doing or how they made you better. I’m hoping Callum can enlighten me when we reach Kasomere.”

I looked down at my body. It seemed thinner than before—certainly weaker—and I had never been strong or had much body fat to spare. “So I didn’t turn into a monster?”

Kasten grimaced. “You turned into a halfsoul, but you were sedated the entire time. You didn’t hurt anyone.” He leaned forward and brushed the hair from my forehead. “What matters is you’re back now.”

I nodded, slowly, waiting for everything to click back into place. Kasten let my hand fall back to my chest. “Meena?”

“She’s outside, guarding the carriage. Sir Tristan and the other guards who were with us are dead.” Kasten hesitated. “There was one other casualty. Irabel, your half sister, died of her illness. A messenger came to Highfair yesterday to inform us. I’m sorry.”

I blinked up at him in shock. Pretty little Irabel who had been so innocent and excitable. We had never been close or spent much time together, but she was still my sister.

I closed my eyes as I remembered the sorrow and guilt on her face when she injected me. She must have been so distressed by the whole thing while being so ill. Had Father given her proper treatment at all? Could I have saved her if I’d been given the chance?

I opened my eyes and rubbed my tears away with my sleeve. Kasten stroked my arm with his thumb as he studied my face. “I’m sorry,” he repeated.

I nodded, and one sob escaped. I tried to take a deep, calming breath, but pain lanced my side. Instead, I breathed shallowly and waited until tears were no longer threatening behind my eyes. “And my other sister? Claribel?” The word came out weakly.

Kasten looked to one side, but his thumb didn’t stop its strokes. “Everything has happened very quickly. You’ve been mostly unconscious or sleeping for the last four days. The day after you were cured, the king passed judgment on your father and your brother, George. The next day, he arranged a quick marriage for Claribel with a countryside lord’s son from a minor house. I don’t know him, but I’ve ordered a low-key investigation. I suspected you would want to know she’s safe. Your step mother went with her. George and Sir Halfield have been exiled from Adenburg and had their land confiscated. They will have no power or resources, but I have a man watching them just in case you wanted to be kept informed of their actions. I hear they’ve become tenants of a farm and have started work there as of yesterday. You don’t have to worry about them anymore.” He rubbed his chin.

I blinked, processing the sudden changes slowly. “Miss Claris?”

Kasten’s lip twitched into a brief, subtle smile. “All of Sir Halfield’s staff have been dismissed and his estate divided. Callum saw to it to help Miss Claris find new employment by writing some rather entertaining references for her without her knowledge. She is currently cleaning public latrines and finds herself unable to find any other employment.”

Relief that I would never have to see Father, George, or Miss Claris again made me close my eyes.

“Princess Annabelle is also fine.” My eyes snapped open, and Kasten shook his head, looking away. “Ah, though I forget, you wouldn’t have known she was there. I never had the chance to tell you.”

Princess Annabelle? I rubbed the heels of my hands into my eyes as if to force my brain to work. Why couldn’t I make sense of all of this? My memories and thoughts felt so slow.

Kasten caught my wrists and removed my hands from my face. “Don’t push yourself. I can explain more later, and you have a lot to process. Right now, both your body and your mind need rest.”

I focused on relaxing my body, which was easier than I had expected, being cradled in Kasten’s arms. I felt content here. I let my mind go blank, the muffled noise of hoofbeats lulling me until I was half-asleep. After a while, my body became stiff, and I shifted tenderly, the pain in my side still very much present. I became more alert and looked around the carriage, Kasten’s arms preventing me from sitting up. The curtains were drawn but dim light still danced through. I could make out the distorted shadows of people on horseback.

I twisted in Kasten’s lap to look up at his face. “You don’t normally ride inside with me.”

Kasten gave one of his half smiles. “No, I didn’t.”

I frowned, thinking back. “Except for our wedding day when you were so desperate to get away, you climbed out the door while we were still moving.”

He snorted. “Well, I was worried your dress would fall off.”

I snuggled back down. “That was entirely your fault.”

“It was. And from now on, I’m riding in here with you. When you were unconscious, I felt sick at the amount of time I had wasted when I could have been with you. I never want to leave your side again.”

Despite everything, I couldn’t help but smile. “Never?”

“Never.”

“Even if I’m knee deep in the bog.”

His smile grew, and he chuckled. “Even then.”

“What about the bathroom?”

He sighed; it was almost the long-suffering sigh he generally saved for Callum. “Well, I’ll just be on the other side of the door.”

I started to laugh, then winced as the jolt of pain returned. My ribs still ached fiercely down one side, and the carriage ride seemed to only be making it worse. I vaguely remembered Father kicking me, but it felt like a lifetime ago.

Kasten’s good humor vanished at once. “What is it? What’s wrong? Do you need more medication for the pain? Or a sick bowl? Is the position you’re in uncomfortable? I have a sleeping draught here as well if you need.”

I shook my head and practiced a deep breath. Again, my side ached with sharp pain. I focused on taking calm, small breaths, but they made me a little dizzy. I needed a distraction.

“How far is Kasomere?”

Kasten frowned as if I were hiding something from him but answered the question. “At this incredibly slow pace, four more hours. You’ve been asleep for a long time already on this journey. The physician said it was important for you to sleep as much as possible so your brain could recover.”

I studied the long, sharp shape of his eyes and elegantly pointed chin, wondering how I had ever thought him anything other than the most handsome man I had ever seen. Features I had once interpreted as unfeeling now spoke of strength and resolve. His eyes, which I had once labeled cruel, now appeared soft and full of emotion. And his lips had always been full, in contrast with everything else. His stubble made him seem more human, more reachable.

He lowered his head closer to mine. “What are you thinking about?” Kasten’s voice had become softer, tentative, as if he barely dared ask permission to see inside my mind.

I smiled and lifted my hand to the roughness of his cheek once more. I couldn’t help but touch him, thinking of the countless times I had wished to be near him despite the situation that had kept us apart. He didn’t catch my hand this time, but let it roam across his jaw and up to his cheekbone. His expression became more serious and intent.

“I love you, Kasten,” I whispered, as if it were a secret confession.

He looked down to one side and swallowed before meeting my eyes again. He seemed to stumble over his words. “I also love you. I don’t know how you’ve come to think well of me, but…I will treasure your heart above everything. I swear I’ll keep you safe from now on. I’m sorry for all the ways I’ve failed you. I’ll do better, I promise.”

I gave him a stern look. “You have never failed me, Kasten Batton.” I decided to lighten the tone before he dared indulge in self-hatred. “But I would prefer it if you didn’t spend the rest of your life avoiding me and smothering me with flowers in your stead.”

He grimaced. “No. You just needed a bog.”

I choked down a laugh before the pain spiked too sharply in my side.

Kasten leaned forward and kissed my forehead. The gesture was so sweet, it made my throat tighten.

“Anything you want in the future, you’re going to need to tell me plainly. If you hadn’t realized it yet, I can’t guess these things.”

I frowned and touched the flower pendant hanging around my neck that was also a reserve. “Nonsense. You’ve given me many wonderful and insightful presents without me saying a thing.” I entwined my hand in his. The way he was looking at me mixed with my exhaustion and made me feel emotional. “I want you to stay with me in Kasomere for as long as possible. I know you’re the general and we’re at war, but…” I looked away, blinking back more tears, before he could find me pathetic.

Kasten stroked my hair. “Don’t worry about that right now. I’m not leaving anytime soon. We’ll work it out together. Now you should rest. Sleep if you can. It will help you get better.”

I looked back at his face and the dark shadows under his eyes. “What about you? When did you last sleep?”

“I’m fine. I’m not injured. I can doze with you in my arms. And when we reach Kasomere, we can both rest together.” He smiled at my disapproving look and leaned forward. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to leave you, remember?” His face dropped. “I almost lost you, Sophie, and it was hell. I need to be close to you. Being allowed to hold you and watch you again feels like a second chance that I am not willing to let pass me by. Not even for a second.”

I grimaced at the pain I had caused him. “I’m sorry. I shouldn't have made you worry. You were already dealing with so much.”

He shushed me, gently. “Sleep now, my love.” He leaned forward to kiss my forehead again, but I tilted back my head to meet his lips with mine. The soft restraint of the kiss flooded me with warmth and hope and the feeling of safety.

I was only just starting to comprehend how deeply I had fallen for Kasten. And somehow, he was my husband. I had been given such an extraordinary gift in this man. I, too, didn’t want to let a single moment pass me by.


VENERICK
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Istartled when my candle dripped hot wax on my wrist. I pushed back my chair as the sharp pain caused me to wave my hand in the air. When had it burned so low and started to lean like that? I blew it out and lit another before it could mar the legal documents I was writing. My mind was distracted tonight, and time was passing without much progress.

I had too many questions to sleep. I had spent yesterday fulfilling Annabelle’s request to clear up the incident with Sir Halfield, which had all been tied up neatly. But now I was left with the increasingly familiar sensation of sitting alone grasping at wisps of smoke and trying to make meaning from them.

Annabelle had finally let me in—even if it had just been a sliver—and it had left me more lost than ever. I had never expected her first request to involve aiding General Kasten Batton and his wife. I had never met anyone who cared about him or his family before. Most people at court seemed to be patiently waiting for him to be dismissed or killed. And the rest were impatient for it. For my part, I had barely spared the man a second thought. I hadn’t been involved in the war with Kollenstar and had no wish to be.

But I did care about justice, and I hoped this meant Annabelle did too. No matter who somebody was or who their friends were, they had a right to be defended by the law when they were wronged. And Sir Halfield had certainly wronged his daughter. Maybe Annabelle was more like me than I’d dared hope.

But that didn’t explain how she had ended up witnessing the aftermath of Lady Sophie Batton’s late-night kidnapping, let alone how she had come to be the sole person standing between General Batton and Lord Lyrason, trying to prevent a civil war. And the object in the velvet pouch was certainly none of my business, but that didn’t stop me thinking about it.

I had always found her fascinating. Captivating. Like the most intricate of court cases that can only be solved after peeling back layer after layer of complexities to reveal the truth beneath. But I had never expected this…

She was hiding a lot from me. A lot from everyone…if my suspicions were correct. And people always hid things for a reason.

My fingers itched to dissect her life with a proper methodical investigation, but I knew she would see that as a huge breach of trust. So I had to wait to be given whatever morsels she saw fit to throw my way, though a part of me was worried about what I would find out.

Maybe my expectations of our relationship were unrealistic. Everyone had expected her to be engaged to Lord Lyrason after all. I had never dreamed I would be so lucky as for the king to change his mind and choose me. I had no idea why he had made such a decision, and I still had to win her over. We had barely interacted before the king’s announcement.

In contrast, she had spent a lot of time talking with Lord Lyrason over the last few years, and I wondered if some of her feelings for him still lingered. When Kasten threatened him, she had run to his aid without thought of her own safety. She had put her life in danger for him.

Jealousy twinged in my stomach, and I suppressed it. That was unfair of me. It was normal to have feelings for the person you were expecting to marry, and normal for those feelings to take time to ebb away.

I just wished I knew how to turn her affections to me instead. It wasn’t like I had much to recommend myself.

There was a knock on the door, and I made sure nothing confidential was on display before calling for my guest to enter.

Duke James appeared carrying a dusty bottle of wine and two glasses. His blue jacket was half unbuttoned, but his slick black hair was as neat as ever. His skin had deepened to sepia, making me guess he had been spending a lot of his time outdoors recently, contrasting to my own tone that hadn’t seen the sun in days. His well exercised frame only made my own seem more spindly, but his eyes seemed tired. I leaned back in my chair and smiled, grateful for the distraction.

“James. I didn’t know you were at the castle.”

He nodded with a weary sigh. “The king has asked to see me first thing tomorrow so I thought I would stay the night. I saw your light was on under the doorway and thought you might like some company.” He frowned at the candle. “What are you using that for? You’re in the palace. Use the kryalcomy lanterns.”

I shrugged. “I was, but I need to recharge my desk light. The turstan has run out, and I was too deep in my work to bother with it, so I lit the candles instead.”

Duke James scoffed. “Only you would be writing by candlelight here. You could always wake a servant to do it for you. And what dreary long document has you so engrossed that you’d risk accidentally burning it to embers?” He peered over my shoulder.

I looked down, a little embarrassed. “It’s a peace treaty between Fenland and Kollenstar.”

Duke James stared at me as if I had gone mad. I probably had. He stepped backward and collapsed into an armchair, shaking his head at me. “Whatever are you writing that for?”

I shrugged, looking down at the document that was already far thicker than it should be for something that would likely never be of use. “I write it when I can’t sleep. I like to think that one day we may be able to use it. It helps me remain…hopeful.”

I stayed looking at the stack of paper, feeling more and more like a fool, while James chuckled behind me. I heard the clink of wine glasses and the gurgle of wine being poured. “You are a hopeless idealist, you know that? Kollenstar has invaded every country bordering it since they invented soulless and similar haemalcomy arts. Do you think they’ll want to stop when their spies tell them about General Kasten’s new kryalcomy? No, they’ll want it for themselves or to eliminate the threat. Not to mention the king loves his war. You know how he lets it occupy the people he doesn’t want to deal with. How else would he send them away for months on end, some never to return? Besides, it gives the citizens purpose and events to celebrate. Helps him keep his standing army. It’s all very convenient for him.”

I sighed and turned my chair away from the desk to join him by the fire, surprised the flames had gotten so low. I’d had this discussion about the benefits of the war many, many times before, and I was sick of it. “I know, I know. Still, surely it’s up to me to write what I want in my free time.”

James held his hands up as if to say he wasn’t criticizing me further.

I changed the conversation. “How is your son?”

His face softened, and he stared into his wine. “Well. He is enjoying debating at the colloquium and all the new friendships and parties that come with it. Forming the alliances of the next generation, as he puts it.” He took a sip and raised an eyebrow at me. “And I’m afraid to say, they are all still rather enthusiastic about the war.”

Probably because it was much easier to send troops than to be a foot soldier facing twisted terrors. I understood the necessity of stopping Kollenstar, I really did, but still a man could dream…

I tapped my fingers wondering whether to keep the conversation light—it was almost midnight, after all—or ask the questions I was burning to know the answers to.

James’s eyes narrowed in the firelight, and his voice softened. “I know what you’re thinking, Venerick. It’s not a topic we can discuss.”

I pinched my forehead, wondering when I had become so transparent. “I need to know, James. I need to know what is going on with Lord Lyrason and these…experiments Annabelle was referring to. Whatever thing infected Lady Batton.”

James leaned back, his face serious. “No, you don’t.”

I grimaced. “They involve Annabelle. How am I to understand what she is caught up in?”

His face became harder as he sipped his wine. “She’s not caught up in it. She was in the wrong place at the wrong time and witnessed something she shouldn’t. If you want her to be safe, you should impress on her that she shouldn’t be in Adenburg alone at night. What on earth was she thinking? None of my guards knew of her whereabouts. It was foolhardy of her.”

I knew I shouldn’t press, but I couldn’t help it. “Lord Lyrason is locked up. The king is interrogating him himself. Surely all of this is about to come out anyway. Can’t you explain to me?”

James scoffed, but there was no humor in his face. “If I were to tell you of all people what was going on, I would be a dead man. Focus on your work, and let the king sort this out. If Lyrason goes to court, you’ll find out then. Until then, don’t get involved.”

I stroked my wine glass, my heartbeat increasing at my recklessness; I knew we were straying into dangerous territory. “Is this why the city guard periodically avoids the downtown areas?” I’d noticed the spikes in crime on certain nights, as well as illogical patrol schedules. Could it be due to these newly uncovered experiments of Lord Lyrason?

James stiffened and stood. “I came here for a friendly chat, Venerick. Not accusations.”

I closed my eyes and waved him back down. He was right, I was being insensitive. The last thing he needed was me quizzing him on these areas when he was no doubt already worried about explaining himself to the king. For all I knew, he could be in as much trouble as General Kasten had suggested the other night. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Please sit. I won’t ask any more difficult questions. You must be stressed already. I hope your meeting with the king goes well in the morning.”

He hesitated before sitting again. He took a deep drink. “Kingdoms, Venerick, that almost sounded like a threat.”

I scoffed. “I don’t threaten. Somebody is either guilty or not and should have logical consequences. I don’t see any justification in using somebody’s guilt and fear for one’s own advantage.”

Duke James smirked. “And that, my dear man, is why I can tell you nothing. You’re too rigid, and you take your job far too seriously.”

I sighed and drank, but Duke James was right. If I knew what was going on, my conscience would take it to the courts. It was best I didn’t know, and let the king sort out the details, rather than risk my few friendships. No doubt he would get the courts involved soon enough. Anyway, it wasn’t my job to investigate; it was my job to deal with the cases given to me. And I had more than enough to keep me going. One had to be methodical and follow procedures, if they wished the law to have structure and meaning.

I gestured at James. “I am sorry again for my insinuations about the city guard patrols. I am tired, as I am sure you are.”

He sipped without taking his eyes off me. “How are things going between you and Annabelle?”

I shrugged. “We’re still getting to know each other. I made us a timetable up to the wedding of when we should see each other to fit into our busy schedules.”

James laughed out loud, a deep chuckle that broke the tension. “Of course you did. What about romantic spontaneity? Stones thrown at windows for moonlight garden walks? That sort of thing.”

I frowned. “Scheduling meetings shows they are important. It’s also nice to know you have something to look forward to. Chaotic meetings are likely to be inconvenient or put pressure on other areas. I want it to be clear that I will always prioritize her in a way that is sustainable and reliable.”

James raised his glass. “And quite right too.” He leaned in. “And while you’ve been asking inappropriate questions, I have one of my own. What favor did you do for the king in order for him to betroth you to Annabelle?”

I sat back with a grimace. Even Duke James thought the match was strange enough that I must have played some backhanded trick for the honor. I spread my hands. “Maybe he simply recognized the dedication I put into my work. Besides, Lyrason is too old for her. He’s over twice her age. It would have never worked.”

I probably put a little too much distaste and dismissiveness in my voice because James smiled as if my jealousy was plain on my face. “Oh, come on, Venerick, think. He must have said something of his reasons.”

I stared into space, the question only looming bigger every time I thought about it. “He said he thought we were a good match and that I could make her happy.”

James snorted. “Everyone always says that of every match to the couple themselves. That’s not a reason.”

I didn’t disagree, but the king hadn’t seemed flippant when he’d said that. More…vulnerable and hopeful? I couldn’t understand it. If Annabelle had been getting up to mischief sneaking out at night, maybe I was meant to rein her in and calm her down. But that didn’t sound like much of a happy relationship to me

James set down his empty glass. “Come, enough talk. Let's play black knocks.”

I drained my own glass and nodded, grateful for the distraction. Our friendship had formed over this board game originally from Cerith, and it was rare to have an opponent as interesting as James. Not many nobles in Fenland could play it. I fished the board out from under the table, and we set up our pieces in battlelines on opposite sides of the intricately detailed board.

James always played aggressively. I preferred the defensive. The familiar pattern of the pieces soon calmed my mind once again.


KASTEN
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Sophie’s hair spilled over her pillow like flowing moonlight, carrying the faint scents of rose water and damp earth. Her face was relaxed in sleep, the scab on her lip now gone, and only a pink tightening of the skin remained. Her cheeks were becoming full again, and she breathed more easily than before.

I’d intended to leave as soon as she had fallen asleep, but I couldn’t help lingering as I drank in every inch of her from where I sat in the chair, a book on my lap that I had been pretending to read. She should be dead. I would never take for granted that she now lived. And not only that, but her memories and personality seemed to have all been restored. None had been lost in the transfer back of her vitality. It was a miracle.

I reminded myself that she would sleep better without me disturbing her and stood to retreat to my chair on the other side of our bedroom door.

We’d been back in Kasomere for four days, and I still hated every moment I wasn’t right next to her, touching her. But she needed extra sleep so her brain could recover from her ordeal. I had never needed much sleep.

I closed the door to our bedroom softly, not wanting to wake Sophie, and was startled to find Callum sitting in the corridor. He had dragged a second seat up from the third floor and was slumped in his normal threadbare armchair, taking up most of the space of the passageway.

It was rare for anyone to come to the fourth floor. Callum must have been feeling ignored by me. In the last four days, I’d spent every waking moment with Sophie.

I was half annoyed, half grateful that he had guessed I would want to stay near Sophie and not go down to our drinking room even while she slept. The last few nights I had lain beside her, watching her sleep until I was tired enough to sleep too. I knew my shifting movements disturbed her rest, but, even having the door closed between us raised my anxiety. I needed to manage this fear before it became too much of a weakness and I smothered her. Just because I couldn’t see her didn’t mean I was going to lose her again.

I sat down in the spare seat and didn’t say anything. Callum handed me a large glass of red wine. “How are you finding it?”

“What?” I growled, taking a sip of my wine.

“I don’t know, maybe the fact you have an infinite amount of power at your fingertips, humming through your body every second? You don’t feel like you’re about to cause the castle to explode?”

I scoffed. “No. I’ve gotten used to it. I’m…ignoring it.” As if in response, the power throbbed within me, reminding me of its strength. Its potential. It was tempting to draw on it a little, but I resisted, just as I resisted drawing constantly on my reserves to banish any shred of tiredness. Still, I…liked having the potential for power there. It was a comfort in a strange, terrifying way.

Callum raised his eyebrows. “Truly?”

I tilted my head toward him. “Callum, if there is one thing in this life I’ve had plenty of practice at, it’s holding back.”

He nodded slowly, the corners of his mouth pushing down appreciatively. “That’s impressive, Kasten.” He narrowed his eyes. “Because, even if you were just drawing on it a little bit every day you could…”

I waved his concern from the air. “I know, I know, it could be a slippery slope with no end. I’m not using it at all, so don’t worry.”

He sat back and his posture was more relaxed but I could tell there was a lot on his mind. No doubt I was about to hear it. At last, he tapped a neatly bound report on his lap. Its cover was blank, the title area unmarked. “It’s Sir Egbert’s report on the fall of Whitehill. Do you wish to read it?”

I looked away from him. “I asked you to take care of everything for a few weeks. I need a break to just concentrate on Sophie.”

Callum shrugged. “And I am. Kasomere has never been run so well, if I may say so myself. But you were the one who asked for this report. Do you…want it now?”

I didn’t even look at it but took a deep gulp of wine. It seemed like a lifetime ago that I had been so desperate to know whether the king had ordered the majority of the soldiers to leave Whitehall with the aim of letting it fall to the enemy. If so, he was responsible for the deaths of hundreds—all to set a death trap for me. “No. I don’t want to think about the king. I don’t want to think about anything but Sophie. She almost died, Callum. I need a break from my duties. We’ve never had the time to spend together, so now I’m making it happen.” I sighed and rubbed my forehead. I shouldn’t be so irritable with him. “Thank you for taking on so much extra work. I know the last few weeks have hardly been easy for you either.”

Callum raised an eyebrow. “Did you just thank me? Out loud? I’ll have to write down the quote and hang it above my bed for proof.” He scoffed and patted the report, nudging it a little in my direction. “Just let me know when you want it. I know you wanted to know what your father did.”

I frowned, staring at my wine glass as I swirled the liquid around. “I did. Now? I’m not so sure.”

Callum rested his chin in his hand as if he expected this answer. “Really? That’s a big change.”

Is this what he was here to talk to me about? I wanted to shut it all away.

“Callum…”

“You really don’t care what your father did in order to try to kill you? You really don’t care how many of his own people he has killed? How far he would weaken our defense against Kollenstar? Do you even care if he was involved with the halfsouls?”

I clenched my hands into fists. I didn’t want to debate right now. “I won’t endanger Sophie’s life again. Especially not for something as petty as revenge.”

Callum leaned back in his seat. “I’m not talking about revenge.”

I scowled at him, increasingly annoyed, but kept my voice low to not disturb Sophie. “Why are you bringing this up, Callum? Why now?” I flung up a hand. “Before you warned me about even doing this report, saying it might be better I didn’t know. Now you’re saying the opposite.”

Callum rubbed his chin with a half-apologetic look. “I know you want to pretend the rest of the world doesn’t exist, but you’re going to have to decide soon, Kasten. You need to tell Sophie so you both can decide what you’re going to do. The king won’t leave you alone. He never has. Once the power of the starstone becomes common knowledge, things will be much, much worse. You both need to take time to think about this. It can’t just be a snap decision when the summons or order comes.”

I winced. “I don’t want anything to do with them. I’ve had it with their games. I’m no longer willing to die at their hands or to risk losing Sophie. I don’t care how evil or vile their activities are. We will stay at Kasomere and shut them all out.”

Callum nodded slowly, his expression blank. “But where will that lead, Kasten? The king won’t just leave you alone if you refuse his orders.”

I shrugged. “He can try all he wants but he won’t be able to reach me here. Not now that I have the power from the starstone. He could send his whole army here, and I’d be able to resist them.”

Callum frowned and gentled his voice. “You’re willing to have Fenland’s army attack us? You would kill soldiers you’ve fought alongside? It would have to be a good number for them to retreat.”

I nodded, refusing to feel the weight of his words. “I will kill whoever threatens us until they learn to leave us alone.”

Callum pressed his lips together and gave an exaggerated nod as if theatrically considering my words. “Ah, I see. So you will become an independent city state, refuse the authority of the king, wipe out half his army when he challenges you, leave them to then be destroyed in their war against Kollenstar. And then, when Kollenstar comes to attack, you will single-handedly defend us against the tides of soulless too? Even if we’re surrounded because Fenland has fallen?”

I narrowed my eyes and leaned my elbows on my knees. “Callum, I will kill anyone who threatens us, whether it’s the king, Kollenstar, Cerith, Nibawae, or the entire world. It doesn’t matter. You know I have the power to do it. With our troops, devices, and the starstone, and with no foreign war to distract us, we will be invincible here. I will tell them to leave me alone. If they choose to try and take Kasomere to get the power of the starstone for themselves, they’ve made their own decision and will pay for it. I won’t be responsible for that.”

Callum lifted an eyebrow. “That still sounds like a lifetime of war to me.”

I scowled and took a gulp of wine. “They will eventually learn to leave us alone. Until then—well, as the king said—I’m good at killing things.” I grimaced.

“And Sophie? Do you think she will feel the same? And what about any children you might have? We don’t know how to pass the power of the starstone to them. Do you want them to take over a city surrounded by enemies with no easy way to defend it? Will they have enough food and resources for everyone inside our walls?”

I gritted my teeth. This was becoming too hypothetical. We probably couldn’t even have children. This would carry a high cost, but I would not repeat the mistakes of the past, which led to Sophie almost being killed. “I’ll protect my wife, my home and my people. That is it. This place will be a sanctuary, and nobody will touch us again.”

Callum sighed and leaned back in his chair. He drummed his fingers on the armrest before breaking the heavy mood by lifting an eyebrow with a slight smirk. “And what about me?”

I looked at him with a long-suffering expression. “What about you?”

“You go on about burning cities when Sophie gets injured and defending your people against every threat even to the doom of the world, et cetera, et cetera. Where do I come into this? I’m technically not one of your people.”

I sighed and looked away, glad he had stopped his previous line of questioning. “You too.”

Callum leaned forward, raising one eyebrow. “Me too, what?”

I sighed and looked back at his eager expression. He exaggerated a grin. I reached over and patted his head like a dog. “If somebody kills or injures you, I’ll burn down everything for you too.”

Callum settled back in his chair, wiggling his shoulders in satisfaction. “You know, that is by far the nicest thing anybody has ever said to me.”

I raised an eyebrow and said nothing.

Silence settled over us, but my mood was darker than before. Why did I always have to make unpleasant decisions that affected thousands of people?

Callum fidgeted. “I just wanted you to think about it, Kasten. You’ll want to discuss it with Sophie. It will affect everything.”

I tensed. “I’m not bringing this up with her yet. She has had so little happiness in her life. She almost died. I’ve already had to tell her about her half sister. I want her to have at least a few weeks where she can simply be content.”

Callum tilted his head toward me. “You really think the king is going to give you a few weeks?”

“She needs rest.” A sudden surge of protectiveness made me stand up, suddenly restless. “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for Sophie, Callum. Nothing.”

He stared into space and took a sip of his wine before pursing his lips and tapping his glass with one finger. “You know, Kasten, have you ever wondered why you were so attracted to Sophie right from the very beginning? And why you’d do anything not to lose her?”

I narrowed my eyes and folded my arms, cautious about where this was going again. Surely it was obvious that I simply loved her.

Callum kept staring away from me. “I think it’s because she’s so good despite everything that has happened to her. You crave her innocence. I wonder if you’re scared of who you are without her. You see her as the north star that stays your course. She is the one reason that you can look at yourself in the mirror.”

I frowned, wishing Callum would talk a little simpler. I paced a few steps. “What’s your point?”

He sighed, took another sip, and finally looked up at me. “What I mean is that if you believe she’s what keeps you good, Kasten, wouldn’t it be a shame if you fought so hard to keep her that you lost that goodness in the process? If in your endeavor to become good for her, you only became more of a monster? And so, you still lose Sophie after all?”

I shook my head slowly, my insides turning cold. “I’m not losing Sophie again. That’s why we’re staying here where it’s safe and shutting our enemies out.”

Callum pinched his forehead and sighed. “Just think about the sort of husband Sophie deserves, Kasten. Think of the things she loves about you. She brings out the best in you, and you her. That’s one of the reasons why you love her. What I’m trying to say is, don’t let her bring out the worst in you now when you’ve come so far. Don’t make her the source of unhappiness for thousands. The source of death for thousands. She would never forgive herself. In protecting her, you could destroy her.”

I stepped toward him, suddenly angry. “The world is not my responsibility, Callum. Kasomere is. Sophie is. You can’t hold me accountable for all the evil that happens out there.”

His face grew sorrowful. “I don’t, Kasten. I don’t blame you for anything, and I agree it’s not your fight. I just want you to think before you do something you regret.” He spread out his hands. “There’s no right or wrong answer. But that power inside of you, it's terrifying. And sometimes we trap ourselves merely by taking little steps.”

I clenched my fists. “If the king orders me to give up the starstone on pain of death, he won’t understand that his request is impossible. I won’t have a choice but to cut us off, Callum. I won’t have a choice in hundreds of scenarios that might happen.”

He looked away and drained his wine. “I know, Kasten. I know. And I will stand beside you no matter what. Because, I don’t think it’s just Sophie that makes you a good person.”

His words hung in the air as I slumped back down into my seat and we silently stared into the gloom. How could he still believe that? If Sophie had died, I would have destroyed Lord Lyrason, the king, and probably half of Adenburg in the process, not caring about the power vacuum I would leave behind.

Sophie was the only goodness in me because my parents had made me a monster. And I would cling to her.


SOPHIE
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Irolled over in bed, knocking Kasten’s heavy arm from my waist. He grumbled in response, still more than half asleep. The sun was peeking through the curtains, and my stomach rumbled for breakfast. However, with Kasten’s eyes still closed, I waited a little longer. He needed his sleep; he normally got so little. Who knew how many days and nights he’d gone without sleep last week. Besides, even after sharing his bed for the six days since we’d returned to Kasomere, I still couldn’t suppress the pleasure of watching him. And watching him was far simpler when his eyes were closed so the intensity of his returning gaze wouldn’t make me blush or look away. I could study his face for hours, and he wouldn’t even know.

Normally, I had to share him with unending responsibilities. Right now, I had him all to myself.

I smiled. I was in love with the terrifying general of Kasomere. And he was my husband. And he loved me. It all felt too wonderful to be true. Not to mention I had withstood Father, who’d had his lands confiscated as a result. And Kasten had exposed Lord Lyrason when he had got me the cure.

Everything was perfect. Together, we were invincible. For the first time in my life, I felt strong, and I hoped the heady feeling would last forever.

Kasten opened one of his narrow, deep-set eyes a crack. “What are you smiling to yourself about?” His voice was so groggy with sleep, it was barely intelligible. For some reason, I found that sweet and rolled into him so my back was flush with his chest and he could no longer study my expression. He placed his arm over me and pulled me in tighter, his nose nuzzling my neck.

“What were you thinking about, Sophie?” His voice became clearer and more insistent.

I wasn’t sure how to reply. My stomach rumbled noisily.

Kasten snorted. “Well, that’s one way to tell me. I suppose it's probably breakfast time.” He leaned up and looked at the clock. “Kingdoms, it’s eight o’clock. I can’t remember the last time I slept past five.” He rolled back to his side and propped his head on one arm. The other slid to the dip of my waist. “I always thought I would sleep worse with somebody else in my bed, not better.”

I raised an eyebrow, snuggling deeper into the pillow. “Maybe it's because you pushed your body so far beyond exhaustion last week. Or maybe it’s because you actually went to bed at a sensible time instead of drinking with Callum until four in the morning.”

He pulled a wounded expression. “I don’t drink with Callum until four in the morning.” He rolled onto his back. “He normally leaves around midnight.”

I snorted a laugh. Who could have guessed that Kasten had a sense of humor?

His expression fell abruptly, and he watched his hand as it stroked up and down my hip, wrinkling the silk of my nightgown. “I normally drink because it numbs the nightmares. I’ve had them for years. Normally, it’s a variation of being trapped somewhere, being attacked, and watching the people I care about get killed because I am not enough to save them.” He closed his eyes for a moment and blew out a breath as if dispelling an image from his mind. His hand kept stroking. “I still get them, but they’re not as bad if I’ve had a lot to drink. It also stops my worst fears turning over and over in my mind, preventing me from falling asleep at all. I haven’t slept through the night in a very long time.” He looked away, staring at the ceiling.

My throat constricted, and I sat up and found his hand. “I’m sorry you have to face that, Kasten.”

He shrugged. “It helps having you safe beside me. Being able to feel your peaceful breathing.” He pulled me back down into his arms, and I squirmed into a comfortable position against his chest. “Just having you here calms my mind in a far better way than alcohol.”

I kept hold of his hand, interlocking our fingers. My skin looked so pale next to his healthy sun-kissed tan. In the half-light, it seemed to have retained its sickly grey pallor. I wondered what would happen when we had to part again. The thought of him having to face his fears alone in the palace or on the battlefield filled me with dismay. He had been so badly injured at Whitehill. Nobody should have to go through that. “What will you do when you’re next sent away on a campaign? Won’t the next one be quite soon? Will you still go?”

He sighed. “Let’s not think about that yet. I want to enjoy our time together without thoughts of the future ruining it.”

I wished we could simply be left alone in Kasomere forever. I listened to the quiet cadence of Kasten breathing.

My stomach rumbled again. Kasten’s chest vibrated in a soundless laugh, and he loosened his arms from around me. I wasn’t sure I was ready for him to let go of me yet, no matter how hungry I was. I buried myself deeper into the mattress.

Kasten kissed the top of my head. “Come on. I need the bathroom, and you need breakfast.”

He untangled himself, and I watched him walk to the bathroom in his loose shirt and trousers, his hair ruffled and his feet bare. I couldn’t help another smile before I pushed myself out of bed, pulled on my silk dressing gown, and rang for my maids—the bell system had only been installed up to the fourth floor two days ago.

My wardrobe was still in my room on the second floor, and I normally went downstairs to bathe, rub lotions on my bruises, and then dress. Today, however, I wanted breakfast first. We could have it in bed together. I wanted to make the most of these leisurely mornings that might never come again. The last six days had been so lazy, but after all that had happened, Physician Harris had been very blunt, saying I needed rest and no stress. Kasten clearly needed that too. I was convinced the last week must have been far worse for him than me. I’d merely been unconscious. Who knew what horrors he had gone through to get the cure from Lord Lyrason.

When Lucy knocked on the door, I asked her to go to the kitchens and bring up breakfast for us. Once she was gone, I propped myself into a sitting position with pillows while I brushed my hair, listening to the floorboards creaking behind the bathroom door as Kasten washed. It reminded me of the time I had woken in his bed when I hadn’t fallen asleep there, before walking in on him changing his bandages in the bathroom. I had squealed, slammed the door, and held it closed on him in panic. How embarrassing. The memory still made my cheeks flush. Back then I couldn’t have imagined that I would ever feel so relaxed sleeping in Kasten’s bed.

I ran my brush through my hair again, though the knots were all gone, an uneasiness stirring in my stomach. I had wanted to discuss something with Kasten for the last few days, but I had no idea how to do so. Now I had almost recovered, and we were acting affectionately like a true husband and wife, surely we should be having marital relations? But I had no idea how to initiate such a conversation without it being acutely embarrassing, and I had the feeling Kasten would not initiate it himself out of fear of pressuring me. He hadn’t even initiated us having dinner together for fear I was only doing it out of duty.

My heart rate rose, and I could feel the blush deepen on my cheeks. With Frederick, relations had happened on our wedding night as expected, and then a few times a month afterward. But we had never discussed the topic, even indirectly. We both knew we needed to make a child, and as I failed month after month to conceive, his visits to my bed had grown less frequent. I had become increasingly numb to the whole situation.

But this was Kasten, and everything was different. I was more aware and more self-conscious with him, because everything meant more. While I had never found Frederick attractive, Kasten had captivated me heart and soul. The thought of our brief kisses going further… It felt like an entirely different world than my previous relationship. I glanced at Kasten’s side of the bed. I wanted things to go further between us. I really did. I wanted all of him, utterly and completely. It was exciting, but also terrifying because I had so much more to lose.

I clutched the bed sheets as the reality of what it would lead to settled around me. I would have to face the questions about my own fertility, having drunk those damaging tonics for a whole year. The idea of failing to bear Kasten’s child was far worse than failing to bear Frederick’s. And if I couldn’t bring children to the marriage, what was I meant to do with my life? I was already keenly aware of how much less I could contribute to our marriage than Kasten. The house was his. The titles were his. The money was earned by him. His ability to lead armies and be a tactician were legendary. He defended all of us from so many threats without even mentioning them to me. I had never deserved him.

I took a deep breath to calm myself. Now that Father and Lord Lyrason were gone, would I really turn to fighting my own mind? Physician Harris had told me not to stress, and I didn’t want to destroy this time of calm when we could both truly enjoy spending trouble free time with each other. Maybe I simply wasn’t yet ready for the next stage of our relationship when I would have to face the new worries. But maybe in a week or so—when I’d had longer to process recent events—I would be. I just wished everything wasn’t so complicated.

Right now, however, in our bubble of peace, I was determined to be happy.

Kasten opened the bathroom door, and I startled, letting my hair fall forward to cover my face so he couldn’t see how red I was after my train of thought.

Kasten paused in the doorway, wearing a fresh shirt, a towel around his neck. I peeked through my hair to see him frowning at me. I started brushing my hair again just to give my hands something to do.

“Are you all right, Sophie?”

I cleared my throat and looked away, lifting my chin. “Yes. I’ve asked Lucy to bring us breakfast in bed.”

He grunted and sat down on the covers beside me. The action only deepened my blush as I desperately sought to return my demeanor to calm and collected. The bed sagged beneath me as Kasten leaned in. “Sophie, what’s wrong? You’re acting strange.”

Should I share what I had been thinking about marital relations? It would probably be helpful for him to know. But I wasn’t sure how to put them in words, and the thought of talking about it out loud made my throat dry in embarrassment.

I dragged in a breath and set down the hairbrush on my bedside table. “I was…thinking…”

“Yes.” He dipped his head to catch my gaze in his, like he always did when he wanted to encourage me to speak my mind, as if he would do anything to unearth what I was thinking.

I licked my lips to keep them moving. “About how I am almost recovered. I only have a faint ache in my side and right arm now.”

Kasten frowned and started to fasten the cuffs of his sleeves. “If you are thinking about taking over running the household, you don’t need to yet. Callum and Mistress Rose have everything in hand, and Physician Harris said you must rest your brain.”

I nodded. “I wasn’t. I am very grateful for the time we are able to spend together.” My decision to say more wavered. Was it even worth it? The acute embarrassment just to say I wanted to wait longer when that was what he was doing anyway? He was likely waiting for a sign from me before progressing to the next stage of our relationship.

Kasten cleared his throat and shifted, awkwardly. “I interrupted you. Forgive me. What were you thinking?”

For a moment the words didn’t come, but Kasten didn’t speak either. He just waited, expectant. My skin started to prickle.

“Kasten, I…I…”

The door opened and I startled as Lucy and Beatrice walked in, each carrying a breakfast tray. If they noticed my floundering expression, they didn’t show it as they set the trays before us.

Beatrice bobbed a curtsy. “Ring the bell when you want us to clear it away.”

Lucy beamed. “Enjoy your food. The fruit was picked this morning.”

They both left the room, looking between us with girlish smiles.

I stared down at my tray and spooned the berries and fruit puree into the yogurt. Kasten still didn’t speak, nor did he touch his own food. He was still waiting for me.

I sighed and gave him a small smile, deciding to say something that meant more. “You are a good person, Kasten. The best that I have ever known. I wanted you to know that. You have done so much for me. Thank you for saving me from becoming a halfsoul.”

He looked away, and I knew he didn’t believe that he was good and didn’t know how to respond. If there was one positive thing I could do in our marriage, it would be to show him how amazing I thought he was.

I sipped my tea as if I hadn’t noticed. “Shall we have our usual walk in the garden after breakfast?”

He nodded but didn’t return my smile. Instead he reached for my second hand so he was holding both of them. “You know you don’t have to hide how you’re feeling from me, Sophie. I want you to tell me what you think.”

I nodded, smiling more fully now. “I’m fine. I just struggle to say how I feel about you, sometimes. How I feel about us. I’m grateful to be able to spend another day with you.”

His eyes lingered on mine for a long, searching moment before he lifted his palm to cup my cheek, his gaze turning tender. “I will always save you, Sophie. You don’t have to thank me for that. And I will always be good to you. You have nothing to fear.”

I nodded and took his hand in both of mine so I could turn my face to kiss his palm. I might not be able to share the tangle of my thoughts and my worries, but I felt like Kasten understood them all anyway.
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We stepped outside into the overcast late autumn day, far warmer and more humid than I was used to in Adenburg. We had barely started our usual walk when Callum ran up to us. He’d been busy the last few days and distracted, but I wasn’t sure what he was working on. Even though he was in charge of running Kasomere while Kasten and I rested, I had no doubt he was working on new inventions.

His expression was cautious. “Kasten, can we talk?” He raised both his eyebrows meaningfully.

I looked between the men and inferred that he meant without me. I struggled with the rising feeling of rejection, which was ridiculous. The two of them had been close friends for all their adult life. They were allowed to have some time together without me. However, I suspected that whatever Callum had to say was important, and I wanted to know.

Kasten’s hand tightened over mine which rested over our looped arms. “We spoke the night before last. We need space, Callum. Can’t it wait a few more days?”

Callum sighed and pushed his hand back through his golden curls while shaking his head. “Kasten, I understand, I really do. But I want to explain my findings. I don’t think now is the best time to bury our heads in the sand. We’re giving our enemies the space to out-maneuver us.”

I looked up at my husband with a frown. “What’s going on, Kasten?” He’d explained very little detail about what had happened when I was imprisoned by Father and then heavily sedated. He’d said Lord Lyrason had been exposed and my father was dealt with. Was Callum worried about the king?

Kasten narrowed his eyes at Callum while he spoke to me, his arm rubbing the top of my shoulder. “I don’t want you to have to worry about these things so soon after your recovery. Physician Harris said you needed to rest.”

I straightened, my curiosity piquing. I wouldn’t let him shut me out again. “What things?”

Kasten’s face remained closed and stoney, so I turned my attention back to Callum. “I don’t want to be excluded, Callum. Can’t you explain whatever it is to both of us? Please?”

Kasten scowled pure murder at Callum. His friend smiled at me as if he were hoping I would insist on being included and plowed on anyway, holding his palm up as though creating a barrier to absorb some of Kasten’s glare. “I can keep things brief. Shall we sit at the table?”

He gestured to the white metal table and chairs on the main lawn and led the way toward them. I squeezed Kasten’s arm. “I’m fine. Honestly. I would rather know what is going on. We’ve had six days to recover. Remember we said we would face things together.”

Kasten inclined his head but said nothing, his expression solemn.

I hung back, causing him to stop. “Please, Kasten. Say what you’re thinking.”

His eyes flicked to mine and analyzed my face for a moment as if deciphering my emotions. “It’s not that I’m shutting you out, Sophie. I agree, I want to work together. I just asked Callum to handle things for a week or two for the both of us so we could concentrate on you becoming well.” He glared at his friend’s back. “I suspect whatever it is isn’t so urgent it can’t wait a few more days. When he discovers things or finds a problem he thinks he can solve, he gets too excited to not share it right away. I…I just wanted us to have space so you can fully recover.”

I understood that feeling of making a discovery that was too exciting not to share. I reached up and kissed Kasten’s cheek. He was back to being clean-shaven, so his skin was smooth. “You trust Callum, don’t you? Well then, let’s trust his judgment on this and listen to him. He probably has a good reason to be concerned.”

Kasten turned his attention back to me, and his face softened, almost becoming wary. Callum was still far enough ahead to be out of earshot. “Sophie, there is something I didn’t tell you, something I did to threaten Lord Lyrason into healing you. What Callum has to say probably relates to it.”

My mouth dried. “What? What haven’t you told me?”

He closed his eyes and looked down. My heart sank with trepidation. “Kasten?”

He must have heard the slight tremor in my voice as he opened his eyes immediately and placed his hands on my upper arms. “I don’t want you to worry, Sophie. But I…I took the starstone, and I used it in front of people. The king now knows I have its power, even if he doesn’t know what it is.”

I stared at him as his words took hold. The peaceful bliss I’d had the last few days shattered. My mouth dried. “But…but you said you would never use it. You said there would never be a big enough emergency. You wanted Callum to destroy it.”

He swallowed and looked intensely between my eyes as if trying to communicate without speaking. “I know. But I don’t regret it. I didn’t have a choice. I couldn’t lose you. Fenland comes second to you.” His eyes were pleading as if he wanted me to accept what he had done.

My chest clenched, and I pushed the heel of my hand to my eyes. “But it shouldn’t, Kasten. I don’t want to be the cause of the king seeing you as an even greater threat. I don’t want to be the one who puts you in danger. You shouldn’t have to give up everything for me.”

Kasten pulled me into an embrace and cupped the back of my head, bringing it beneath his chin. He held me in silence for a moment, then tilted his head down so his breath tickled the shell of my ear as he spoke. His voice was fierce. “Don’t blame yourself for this. You are my everything. There is no greater good when it comes to you, and I don’t care if that makes me an enemy of Fenland, the king, or the entire world. They have given me nothing. With this power, I will protect us from them. They will never have it.”

I pushed back so I could study his face, my heart pounding as I processed his words. “You plan to use the power again?” Fear rose up, cold and disorientating. “Kasten…”

My husband smoothed down the strands of hair that were drifting across my face. “We never told you before—it simply never came up—but when you use the starstone, well, it can only have one owner. It binds with your body. Your soul. I can’t hang it up again. I can never put it back in that secret room. Its power stays with me.”

I could only stare.

His brow furrowed in concern. “Sophie…”

I interrupted him. “I don’t understand. You mean you can access the power right now? There must be a way for you to remove it. You’re not even wearing the harness. Where even is it?”

Kasten shook his head with a half-smile that looked apologetic. “It doesn’t work like that. The stone, that translucent dome, was just its storage vessel. To access the power, you put on that harness which holds it directly over your heart, and you smash it. The power went inside me, and now I am its vessel. It’s not really kryalcomy. It’s something new, less controlled. There are no poles that you can move it down. It’s just raw power. The harness and broken stone were discarded.”

My heart raced as I stared at him. I trusted Kasten, I really did, but how could he hold this much power and not be changed by it? The thought terrified me.

Kasten stepped closer and cupped my cheek with a gentle smile. His voice was coaxing and his eyes were still pleading. “Callum always saw it as a good thing, since the power can’t simply be stolen from you.”

I pressed my hands to my mouth as I processed this. “But…but the king will never let you keep this power. Nobody will if they know you have it. They won’t trust you. Or they’ll want it for themselves. If you die, does the power pass on?”

Kasten looked down. “Callum has theories, but they’re all speculation. We’ve never had power like this before, and the only way to know for sure would be to see what happens when I die.” His eyes snapped back up mine. “But we will not let them test that. We don’t even have to let them know I still have access to it. They know nothing about it themselves.”

This wasn’t making me any calmer. “Kasten, the king already saw you as a threat to Prince Stirling taking the throne. Even if he thinks the power is gone, he’s not going to risk letting you live.”

Kasten hung his head to one side. “I know. I know. But I still don’t regret doing it.” Kasten stared out over the garden to where Callum was slouched in one of the seats, bored as he waited for us to join him. “And I now have the power to protect us. Protect Kasomere. Even end the war. I dare the king or Kollenstar or anyone to challenge us.”

My fear didn’t abate. I pressed my hand over his chest and could feel a slight thrum beneath my hands. I didn’t want to lose him to this. “You shouldn’t use this power, Kasten. Not unless you have an emergency where you have no choice.”

He tilted his forehead toward mine. “I also think that is wise. Power like this…I could get lost in it.” He gave me a small smile. “But I won’t. I’m in control. Most of the time, I’ve learned to ignore it completely. I fear, as does Callum, that if I make a habit of drawing on it, even just a little, that amount will only increase more and more over time. This way, I will only use it when I need it. We’ll make everyone believe it is gone.”

I studied his eyes for a moment and could see a trace of sadness there. Guilt stabbed my chest. This was all my fault. I took both his hands. “I trust you, Kasten.”

The corners of his lips twitched up into his typical subtle smile. “I know. And I don’t want you to worry about this. Not until we have a reason to, anyway. For now, I want you to rest and be happy.” He gestured over to Callum. “Shall we? If the conversation gets too much for you, we can tell him to postpone.”

I looped my arm back through his, but my mind whirred as we approached Callum. I had thought things were over. But the threats toward us were as bad as ever.

Callum smiled and leaned forward, clasping his hands on the table. “Don’t mind me putting aside my work and delaying my management of Kasomere while you two take a week to cross the lawn.”

Kasten raised an eyebrow with an unamused look. “What is it you have found?”

Callum placed a metal disk on the table. It was such a pale silver, it gleamed white. One side was frosted, the other smooth. Callum spread his hands dramatically. “This piece of metal is our greatest weakness, and also our greatest clue about what Lord Lyrason has been up to.”

Kasten eyed it suspiciously. “Enough of the theatrics, Callum. What is it?”

“Well—” He paused to steeple his hands. “As far as I can determine, the purpose of halfsouls is to harvest life or health, which is then stored in disks—the other end of their haemalcomy pole. The haemalcomy sucks it from the halfsoul until there’s none left and they die.” He jabbed the disk. “This is the kryalcomy device that was storing the parts of Sophie that were stolen. Mister Gregane and I extracted what was in there and channeled it back into Sophie. This disk has a huge capacity and stored those qualities from other victims too. Unfortunately, we had to extract all of them, so the life and health and whatever else belonging to other people was lost when it couldn’t return to its original hosts.”

I frowned as I looked at the disk, feeling disorientated that part of me had been in that thing. “Could you work out exactly what was taken from me? My…life source? It feels like it has to be more than that or people would just get weak and die rather than transform into monsters. Did you find out what other things?”

Callum scratched one cheek. “Not precisely, Mister Gregane wasn’t the most forthcoming, but the biggest part was certainly what I’d describe as ‘health.’ Until a kryalcomy collar was placed around your neck, your health and vitality was being sucked into this disk. You were dying. We had to reverse it. Other traits that seem to have been removed as well were compassion, empathy, self-preservation. You can tell that just by looking at a halfsoul. It’s what makes them similar to the Kollenstar soulless. However, there was also this.” He placed a black disk on the table and removed his hand quickly. “Things had been added to you which we had to take away, sucked back into this. Violence. At least, that’s the only way I could describe it.”

I blinked, trying to process the use behind such devices. “So if kryalcomy has two poles, one was me, the other was each of these disks. One to harvest health and humanity from me, the other to make me violent.” I stared at the black disk. “Maybe the lack of humanity and added violence was so I’d bite and infect others so life could also be harvested from them. Like how rabies is spread by making its host aggressive.”

Callum nodded encouragingly. “Exactly! My thoughts exactly!”

Kasten leaned forward, his finger curled under his chin. “But how did one pole of the kryalcomy get into Sophie? The halfsoul bit her. It didn’t put metal on or into her.”

Callum held up one finger. “This Mister Gregane refused to explain, but I can only imagine it is a form of haemalcomy where miniscule pieces of metal are bound to something that can spread from saliva into the bloodstream. To some sort of protein, perhaps. Maybe bound to an infection similar to rabies but less deadly.”

I sat up straight. “So that metal could still be inside me?”

Callum nodded. “I don’t know if your body has excreted it somehow or if it will be in there forever. There is much more information I would like from Mister Gregane and Lord Lyrason.” He picked up the two disks, balancing the black one on top of the silver one so he didn’t have to touch it for long. “And that is why, when he tried to leave with these disks, I held a knife to his throat until he handed them over. If one pole remains in your body, we must keep these safe or people could misuse them to perform haemalcomy on you at any point. Either to add things”—he held up the black disk—“or take qualities away.” He held up the silvery disk. “We should keep both of these safe, just in case, or destroy them.”

Kasten had grown tense as Callum spoke and rested one of his hands protectively on my knee. I put both my hands over my mouth in sudden shock. “I could still be infectious.” I turned to Kasten with wide eyes. “You’ve kissed me!” Realizing I’d said that in front of Callum made my cheeks heat.

Callum snorted a laugh. “You’re not infectious. Mister Gregane said the infectious stage only lasts a day and a half at the most. But he didn’t say if the haemalcomy substance, whatever it is, disappears from your body completely.” He waggled his eyebrows at Kasten. “Looks like Kasten thought that kiss was worth the risk of turning into a halfsoul, anyway. Such a selfless experiment.”

Kasten cleared his throat and appeared to be studying the disks with intense concentration. “Can you work out what they’re made of?”

Callum grimaced. “Yes and no. I’ve taken slivers off them for testing. I can work out the metal alloy components and even the temperature the kryal was heated to. But there’s other substances in it that I can’t identify. I suspect things extracted from bodies.” He shivered. “How one makes haemalcomy channel things like emotions and health, I still can’t fathom. I’m not sure I want to.”

Kasten grimaced. “Destroy them.”

Callum winced. “I thought about it. But what if there’s a time we want to give Sophie additional health? Maybe if she became very sick. Or what if her symptoms relapse?”

My heart shot to my throat. I stood up in alarm, my palms flat on the table. “I would never take health or vitality or anything from another person. Not even the worst criminal. Not if they were on their deathbed.”

Kasten looked at the disks, running a finger across his chin as he frowned in thought.

I leaned over the table to Callum. I couldn’t believe they were even considering this. “This isn’t up for debate. Destroy them.” How could anyone else’s life be considered less valuable than mine?

Callum’s lip twitched up as if amused to see me so forward and animated. “Fine. I will. Though I’ll want to keep the fragments for further testing.” He pocketed the metals.

Kasten didn’t react any further to the exchange. He just stared off into the rose garden. “But why was Lord Lyrason harvesting ‘life’ or ‘health’ or whatever it is? Is he trying to live forever? Is he ill? He has no close family.” He narrowed his eyes. “He’s only ever released one or two halfsouls at a time, and they rarely infected others. The latest ones did feel more violent, however. It has the feel of testing and experimenting.”

Callum nodded. “I suspect the end goal is for them to effectively self-spread like a disease, each one infecting several others before they die, all harvesting life into those disks. A plague of halfsouls.”

Kasten grimaced. “If he released a large group of them and they effectively spread, making more and more halfsouls, you’d need a whole army to get rid of them.”

I swallowed and wrapped my shawl tighter around my shoulders, which were suddenly cold. “With that much life harvested, would it be enough for somebody to live forever?”

Callum shrugged. “If the halfsouls replicated themselves on and on, it could be limitless.”

Kasten still hadn’t looked away from the rose garden. “What if it’s a war weapon? What if they’re testing the halfsouls to get them ready to release hundreds on Kollenstar? They’d spread, and Lyrason could use the harvested life in those disks to extend the lives of our soldiers or nobility or whomever he wanted. It could wipe out the whole nation.”

Callum tapped his finger on the table. “It’s a theory, though we have no evidence of anything on that scale. And I don’t think Lyrason could fit that many halfsouls inside his mansion ready to be released.” He gave Kasten a meaningful look. “But the more I think about it, the more I struggle to believe Lyrason was doing something this big on his own. If he wanted a long life for himself, he could have been far more simple and subtle. There would have been no need for halfsouls to infect and create more halfsouls, no need for such complicated experiments. He would just need to keep a few locked up.”

I tightened my grip on the edge of the table. “So you agree with Kasten and suspect that the king is involved after all?”

Callum grimaced. “Again, It’s a theory. It would make sense of why he was so eager for Lord Lyrason to sort out the problem while he distanced himself from it. But we shouldn’t assume that.”

Kasten sighed and leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “Maybe Princess Annabelle will get to the bottom of it. We’ve done our part in exposing and stopping as much as we have. She’s aware of our suspicions. I don’t want to be involved in Adenburg politics anymore.”

Callum snorted. “Don’t pretend every noble in Adenburg is not wetting their pants about you right now, Kasten. There is no way they are going to leave you alone. Not when people rallied to your name the second you took a stance against a single noble. Not when they saw a sliver of what you are capable of.”

I swallowed down my rising anticipation and nervousness as Kasten dragged a hand down his face. “Are you suggesting a solution, Callum, or just listing my problems?”

Callum grinned. “Neither. I just wanted to highlight the whole picture to you both before I handed this letter over so you understood what we were up against.”

Kasten and I straightened together in surprise.

I licked my lips. “What letter?”

He tossed a cream envelope with ‘General and Lady Batton’ written on the front in gold ink, and the royal seal still complete on the back. Kasten raised an eyebrow. “Let me guess, you used a hot knife to open the seal and read it, and then resealed it again.”

Callum looked wounded. “Well, you did want me to handle all your affairs for a week. I needed to check if it was important. You know how some royal decrees are nothing but fluffy nonsense. No need for you to use that tone of voice as if I did something wrong.”

Kasten eyed the letter wearily as I took it and cracked the seal. I would have never guessed it had been tampered with.

‘General and Lady Batton,

You are summoned to court on the last week of the month to discuss battle plans for the upcoming campaign. General, your presence is required, by order of the king.’

It ended with a huge, illegible signature that I assumed was the king's.

I handed the note to Kasten. My mouth felt dry. If the king was behind Lord Lyrason’s experiments, he was a man who would stop at nothing. And he would see Kasten as more of a threat than ever.

He had killed so many innocent people and would kill so many more. We couldn’t follow a man like that.

Callum leaned back in his chair. “So the question I’ve been waiting all this time to ask is: Are you going to go? Or are you going to prod the wasps’ nest even further and turn your back on the world?”


KASTEN
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The garden was hushed by twilight, and both Sophie and I were lost in our thoughts as we stood on the veranda.

She spoke without facing me. “Kasten, do you want to have children?”

I couldn’t have been more unprepared for such a question which had no preamble. Her face gave nothing away. “I suppose I have never thought of them as a possibility. But if we were to have children, then I would…cherish them. Though I’m not exactly natural fatherhood material. The only thing I could teach them is how to wield a sword and freisk knife. And how to outmaneuver a Kollenstar army.” I said the last with some humor, but she didn’t laugh.

“Hm.” My answer seemed to satisfy her, and still her face gave me no clue as to what she had been looking for in such a question. She didn’t seem distressed, so I didn’t push her further.

I turned to look at the castle grounds, drenched in the long shadows of twilight. I didn’t like to think about my own mother. My memories had rough edges that scratched and irritated my mind. When I considered her half-remembered face, I felt too adrift. Too uneasy. Lost. She represented part of me that I would never know. I had long learned to shut her from my mind. But Sophie’s question and the quietness of the evening pulled my thoughts to her. Had my mother wanted children? Had she wanted me? Had she replaced me by having more children in a proper family?

She had been banished through no fault of her own, but it was still hard not to feel the sting of abandonment. I wondered if she still thought of me often, or if she had learned to suppress my memory like I did hers to null the pain.

It was hard to imagine having children of my own. But if we ever did, one thing was certain: whoever tried to banish me, I would never abandon them.

Funny that thoughts of children came to Sophie and memories of my mother came to plague me now when we should be thinking of Adenburg and the big decision before us. I pushed the uncomfortable feelings from my mind.

Sophie rubbed her upper arms and shivered ever so slightly, though her gaze was fixed on the golden autumn light falling behind the trees and outer garden wall.

The soft golden glow bronzed her cheeks, and her lips were parted in wonder. Her hair had darkened in the dusk light to a deeper gold.

I shrugged out of my coat and laid it around her shoulders, startling her, though I had been here all along. Sometimes she seemed to grow lost within whatever she was concentrating on as if she were becoming one with the beauty surrounding her.

She pulled my coat so it overlapped across her chest and leaned back against me. I wrapped my hands across her front in case she was still cold and rested my chin on her head. I looked out at the sunset since it was no longer easy to see her face.

My thoughts returned to what Callum had said and Sir Egbert’s report on Whitehill, which I had still not read. Deep down, I knew what the report was going to contain. I just didn’t want to process what that would mean.

The king had summoned us, and all my peace had shattered. Could I continue to obey a king who was so desperate to get me killed that he sacrificed the lives of countless others?

I’d been abandoned by one parent. And the other was a monster. What did that make me?

Sophie spoke softly. “Why do you think all the birds sing at dawn and dusk? It doesn’t get them food and they don’t seem to be mating calls. Do you think they know that it is beautiful and wish to add to that beauty?”

I hadn’t even noticed the birdsong. Now she pointed it out, it was rich and varied and, yes, beautiful.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But I once heard somebody say that they sing at dawn to celebrate that they have survived the night and to inform the others in the flock that they still live.”

“Hm.” She listened for a moment longer. “We survived the night too.”

I tightened my arms around her. “We did.”

“Will we always be like the birds? Will there always be night after night to anticipate and try to survive?”

I stepped back and pulled her around to me so I could see her face. It was strangely expressionless. This quiet, pensive version of my wife was the hardest to read by far. “Sophie, the whole reason we stood up to Lord Lyrason was so we could live without fear of death. I won’t let myself or my men be put in vulnerable positions ever again. We are stronger now.”

She pressed her lips together; a crease appeared in the middle of her forehead. “The king could be summoning us because he has a chance to arrest us in Adenburg. He knows he can’t reach us in Kasomere. He’ll want the power of the starstone, even if he doesn’t understand what it is.”

My heart clenched as I saw the worry in her face. “If you’re worried about this, we’ll just stay in Kasomere and refuse to follow the king. We can close our borders and shut out the world.”

Sophie looked down and closed her eyes. “Life’s not that simple, though. The people here will suffer. Families will be separated. It will be harder to trade for resources. Fenland will set embargos.”

I hated that I couldn’t take all her fear and worry away. “Still, I can make it work. Sophie, we may not have a choice. If the king tries to arrest me or you, or if he doesn’t believe us when we claim that I’ve lost the power of the starstone and demands it for himself, I’ll have no choice but to resist him here in Kasomere.”

She nodded. “If we have no other choice, then so be it. But…” she looked up at me with tenderness in her eyes. “Kasten, do you remember what you said when I asked what you’d like to happen to your father? You said you wanted to be free of him without being the cause of his death. But you also said that if you found out that he was a monster, working with Lord Lyrason to create the halfsouls, that you couldn’t let a man like that rule.”

I clenched my jaw. “That was before I almost lost you. When you were dying, Sophie, I realized the only thing that mattered was you. I won’t put your life in danger if I can avoid it.” The words came out harsher than I had intended, but she didn’t flinch.

The corners of her eyes tightened. “Do you want to know if your father played a part in orchestrating the halfsouls?”

I blew out a breath. This was the question that had been tormenting me all week. “No.” I pushed my hand through my hair. “Not anymore.”

Sophie took my hands in hers. “Is that because you fear that he is involved? And once you know for certain, you will feel like you should intervene? But instead—now—you want to stay here where we’re safe.”

I grimaced. “We’ve been through so much, Sophie. We’ve achieved so much. Isn’t it time somebody else worried about these things? Annabelle is determined and curious. She’ll work out what to do.” I squeezed her fingers.

Sophie frowned slightly and raised our entwined fingers to my heart. “Kasten, though I wish I could keep you all to myself here forever, you have this power inside you. This great and terrible power. You can change things that nobody else can. That is something that can’t be ignored.”

My heart rate picked up. The last of the dying light left her face shadowed. Her hair was becoming pale silver. “What do you want to do, Sophie?” Part of me dreaded her answer, yet I knew she would be right.

She took a deep breath. “You understand these matters better than me, Kasten. And I understand if the king forces our hand, we’ll become outlaws here. But so far, he hasn’t. There’s still so much information we don’t have. We don’t know if the halfsouls have been dealt with once and for all now Lord Lyrason has been exposed. We don’t know what they were for. We don’t know if the king still plans to use them. If the king is truly immoral, we need to know who we can trust and vouch for to take his place. We need to know more about Prince Stirling, Princess Annabelle, and Prince Clarence.”

As she spoke, it was as if she’d crystalized our future around us. A small smile tugged at my lips at her boldness. “Are you saying that you wish to know if the king has and is still going to use halfsouls? And if he is, you want us to lead a coup to dethrone him?”

She swallowed and let go of my hands, taking a half-step back. Her voice became more determined. “Yes. If he is going to create more of those creatures, he must be stopped. And we are in the best position to stop him. We have the power and resources.”

Her selflessness made my chest clench. I hoped she never lost this fierce ability to hope in something better.

Sophie looked down and wrung her hands. “But…he is your father. And while he has wronged you far more than me, I understand if you don’t want to challenge him. However, I also worry that if things stay unresolved, they will haunt you, no matter the distance you put between them.”

“He is not my father. Not since I was very young. He has long forfeited that right.” I saw how the bitterness in my voice caused Sophie’s face to become sorrowful and gave her a quick, teasing smile. “I never put you down as an orchestrator of treason, Sophie.”

She took another little step back. “Well, I…I…”

I huffed a laugh and kissed her forehead as she became flustered. “If anyone is guilty of experimenting and murdering their own people, we will make them fall. Then nobody will become halfsouls again.”

She nodded, the tension leaving her body, and a relieved smile curved her lips. Meanwhile, I could feel the tension entering mine as hundreds of scenarios played out.

“But I refuse to lose you again.”

She took my hand and looked out over the darkness of the garden with a determined expression. “You won’t.”

The strategic part of my brain was already starting to take over. We had much to do in a small amount of time, and we had few allies in Adenburg. There were hundreds of ways this could go wrong. But if we failed, we would likely only be back where we started; outlawed to Kasomere.

The sound of birdsong died, stolen by the night.


ANNABELLE
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Aknock sounded at the private servant door to my room. Four quick taps. I locked the main door before opening the second narrow door that blended in perfectly with the whitewashed wooden panels.

Noah bowed as he entered, holding his cap in his hands. As the servant who oversaw the procurement of food for the kitchens, he was in the perfect position to bring me information from both inside and outside the castle. We had been working together for three years and had quite the network between the unofficial gossip and people who deliberately passed on information for a few coppers. It was amazing how much of what people tried to keep quiet was noticed by passersby.

I indicated the chair for Noah and sat down opposite him, rummaging in my purse for coins that he could pass on to those who were owed.

“Any more sightings of halfsouls?”

He shook his head. “I have a team of street urchins looking for them nightly downtown. Since that night when they were all over the place, nothing.”

I nodded. I should be pleased, but part of me felt restless. If the threat was truly over, I would miss the excitement of running around the streets in the dark with my crossbow, something I’d been doing for the last four months when I’d first heard about the halfsouls. I’d only decided to investigate since nobody else seemed to know about them. There wasn’t any point shadowing Kasten anymore either, since he was clearly not behind them, and besides, he had confiscated my tracking device. I’d become used to saving lives. Now I wanted to feel like I was still doing something—anything that made a difference.

I passed him the coins. “And Lord Lyrason?”

“He hasn’t left his mansion all week, though he received a letter from the king this morning. It may be a summons.”

A summons? What was Father planning? To question and sentence him personally? I might have to resort to asking Venerick if Father had asked him to prepare a court case to try him for his crimes.

“Any information on Tyler Gregane?” I had never seen or heard of the man before he had turned up at Kasten’s doorstep to help Sophie.

“All we know so far was that he studied for three years at Ilustran University, where all kryalchemists in Fenland study, about twenty years ago. He seems to have no family and no connections. But I’ll keep digging subtly. It’s hard to ask many questions where Lord Lyrason’s people are concerned. He has too many people in his own pocket.”

I sat back and drummed my fingers against the armrest. How far did Lyrason’s corruption go? How had it taken me so long to realize what sort of a man he was? “You’ve confirmed Sir Halfield and his son, George, are truly out of the city?”

He inclined his head. “Yes, Your Highness. All their property in Adenburg has been sold as well. A lot of the nobility are very happy to see that man gone. It has won the king favor from many of the minor families.”

“And anything of note with Lord Venerick?”

He shook his head. “No, Your Highness. He spends long hours in his study and frequently orders tea from the kitchens. He had a meeting with Duke James yesterday. The servant who served them refreshments said they were playing a board game.”

If Noah thought it was strange that I asked for information on my betrothed, he didn’t show it. I was intrigued to know of his activities so I could see if he was a threat to my own.

“Anything else? Any irregularities with the city guard patrol? Any interesting rumors?”

He sighed, passing his cap from hand to hand. “Not much. Most of the gossip surrounds General Kasten. Many people want the king to get rid of him once and for all, especially those in the palace. Opinions in the city are more mixed. Some people speak as if they would follow him through death itself. I’ve heard nothing about the Red Men since their core people disappeared. You said the General informed you they were turned into halfsouls. The remaining people were fringe members who have disbanded. A new organization seems to be forming in their place. Much larger, but completely disorganized. They’re dissatisfied with the city guard and the government. They have no name or clear aim that I have gathered. One of my friends went to one of their meetings. He came back all enthused from the rhetoric but told me nothing of substance.”

I pursed my lips. This could certainly be a problem. I suspected Kasten’s actions against Lord Lyrason had done a lot to fuel this group, but I could hardly lay the blame for them at his feet. If only Duke James had been doing a fairer job at patrolling the streets rather than always prioritizing the richer areas where there was less crime to start with…

I wondered how much Lord Venerick knew about all of this. Due to running the city’s justice system, he had to work closely with Duke James. Did he realize that the head of the city guard was corrupt? Venerick either had to be foolishly ignorant and trusting, or corrupt himself to let it slide. I wasn’t sure which trait I preferred.

But I consciously tried not to be too scathing or pessimistic when I thought about him. As far as court members went, I could do a lot worse than being betrothed to Venerick. He was busy, which gave both of us space for privacy, and he had certainly been kind toward me. He was closer to me in age than Lyrason and so far appeared to be far less cruel and immoral. I’d had a lucky escape getting out of that man’s clutches.

I handed Noah an extra coin. “Thank you. Let me know if anything more happens. Keep watching Lord Lyrason’s manor.”

He stood as a knock came on the door. “One moment,” I called. I guided Noah out the hidden servant’s passage before smoothing my skirts and unlocking the door.

Hetty, my maid, bobbed a curtsy. “Your Highness, the king summons you at once.”

At last. A jolt of nerves and anticipation made me go to the mirror to check my appearance and practice my determined expression. I clipped back the loose curls from around my face so I looked older and more formal.

Father had never been this angry with me before. He hadn’t spoken to me for a week, and every time we were in the same room, he would glare at me if I so much as sneezed. Finally, he was willing to talk about what had happened. He must have felt that he had left me stewing long enough.

I set off down the corridor, Hetty hovering a few steps behind. The situation was infuriating. I had helped uncover Lyrason’s crimes along with the situation between Sir Halfield and General Kasten. I had preempted Kasten’s actions and liaised successfully between Kasten and Lyrason and so helped avoid civil war. Father should be pinning a medal on my sash.

I’d always known he would be angry if he found out I had been leaving the palace at night with no guards to track down dangerous creatures. Really angry. Not to mention that I’d also been tracking Kasten, after Father had warned me about him countless times. Yes, I’d taken risks, but I wasn’t the heir to the throne, so my life wasn’t that valuable, and the risks had paid off. I’d kept myself safe and uncovered a risk to the whole of Fenland—a risk I’d then dealt with efficiently and effectively.

Mother said Father was angry because I had scared him by risking my life and then disobeyed his orders by not leaving Lyrason’s mansion at once. But surely the end result justified all of that.

Punishing me without recognition just wasn’t fair.

Normally Father and I were close, and he spoiled me with gifts. I hated that we were arguing.

I knocked on the door, my heart pounding in anticipation for the battle ahead. I was ready to defend myself.

A muffled voice sounded through the wood of the white and gold leaf door. “Come in.”

I blew out a breath and entered the king’s office.

Father wasn’t at his imposing desk, but was instead seated on one of the sofas around the low table on the other side, a cup of tea before him. He gestured for me to come over and poured a second cup from the large, gilded teapot.

I obeyed and sat down opposite him, thanking him when he handed me the cup and saucer, but refusing to be disarmed. Every action Father did was deliberate. Did he want to put me at ease to show he had forgiven me, or so he could break through my stubbornness?

“What do you think of the flavor of the tea, Anna? It’s a new blend imported from Cerith.”

I took a sip. I wasn’t much of a tea drinker, and it tasted the same as every other tea I’d drunk in here. “Delicious, Father.”

He grunted in agreement and set his cup back on its saucer. “My dear, I need you to promise there will be no repeat of your escapades. I won’t ask what exactly you thought you were doing. I don’t want to know. But leaving the palace must always be authorized.”

I opened my mouth to object, but he stopped me with his hand.

“Yes, things ended well this time. But what you did was unbelievably dangerous and also highly inappropriate.”

I lifted my chin. “I stopped a civil war.”

Father smiled, his fondness for me shining through. “Perhaps. And your intentions were admirable, I don’t deny that. But listen to me, Annabelle. I need you to understand this. The mechanisms of this court are a complex, well-oiled machine full of thousands of tiny parts. It is my job to know every single one and to keep them all turning. The actions of a single person ignoring instructions could jam the entire smooth working of the machine.”

I frowned. “But surely there are exceptions to every rule, Father. Surely if the stakes against Fenland are high enough, it would be right for me to take the course of action I felt best in the circumstances despite your orders if you were absent.”

Father took another sip of tea, unruffled by my objection. “Anna, I can see that you’re ready for more responsibility. I’ll let you negotiate with the envoy from Nibawae next week. You may discuss the trade deals with them. I look forward to seeing you showcase your skills and proving you are ready for more.” His face and tone became hard. “But don’t go behind my back again. To do so is not just dangerous for you but for me and dozens of others. You are very young. I remember what I was like at your age. You feel invincible and eager, and it’s hard to see where you are being foolish, reckless, or plain wrong. Our country is at war. We have ripples of unrest in Adenburg. I can’t afford any wildcards or unnecessary risks to your safety. I have to know everything that’s going on in the palace.”

I narrowed my eyes, and my heart skipped a beat as words I’d planned to leave unspoken leapt from my mouth. “And do you? Did you know about Lord Lyrason’s halfsouls?”

Father’s face became cool, and he sat back in his seat. “What’s got into you, Annabelle? Concentrate on the envoys from Nibawae. Stay away from General Kasten. I don’t want you to communicate with him at all. That man is more dangerous than Kollenstar right now, and he’s not a good person. Spend time with Lord Venerick. Your poor betrothed deserves more of your affections, and it is a good match. If you do well with Nibawae and create a strong partnership with Lord Venerick, I will increase your involvement with the mechanisms of court, which includes sharing more information. How does all that sound?”

I plastered a bright smile on my face. “Thank you, Father. I shall do that.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “I mean it, Anna. I want nothing but perfect behavior from you. And visit your mother this afternoon, won’t you? She keeps complaining that you don’t join her for dinner often enough.”

I inclined my head.

There was a sharp knock at the door. The king checked his pocket watch. “Ah, yes. That should be Lyrason.”

I perked up. “What will you do with him, Father? The crimes he’s committed are awful in themselves, not to mention that his attack on Kasten’s wife almost led to a civil war.”

And to think there was a time when I’d thought Father would ask me to marry this man. I’d been playing my part dutifully, all smiles and charm, but I’d never thought Lyrason capable of any of this. We weren’t particularly close, and he would’ve led me along with his pretty little lies so easily. It would not be the same with Venerick. I would be in control of our relationship from the start and keep my secrets close to my chest.

The king’s jaw tightened. “Yes, I am quite aware where his mistakes almost led us.” He stood and held out his hand to help me rise too. “And though you should not have been there, and should never go out unaccompanied again, part of me was glad you liaised between the two of them. Whatever illegal weapon Kasten has, if he had unleashed it…” The king paused to collect himself. “Go now, my dear. See your betrothed and your mother. Work hard. I’ll see you tomorrow after your dancing lesson.”

I bobbed a quick curtsy as he walked across the room and settled himself behind his intimidating desk. He resumed more formal mannerisms, and tension returned to his shoulders. “Let Lyrason in as you leave, please.”

I walked to the door and opened it. Lyrason bowed his head. “Princess Annabelle.” He no longer looked nervous or scared—he looked resolved and angry. That by itself was deeply troubling.

What was going on between him and Father?

I passed him without returning his nod or meeting his eyes and let him close the door behind himself. The corridor was deserted. I stood for a moment, my heart quivering with indecision, before giving in to the desperate need to find out what was going on.

Kasten had planted suspicions in my mind, and they were gnawing away at me. I took out the velvet pouch Kasten had given to me and rolled my lip back and forth between my teeth. I didn’t want to be overly influenced by my mysterious half brother. I hated to think that anybody else was controlling me or using me for their own means. But what if he was right?

Kasten was rude, grumpy, and prone to anger. But at least he’d been honest with me. As far as I knew, anyway. He kept many secrets, such as the weapon that had appeared from nowhere. How long had he been keeping something like that and what had he intended it for?

The way he had overcome Lord Lyrason’s guards still sent shivers through me. What if Kasten really did aim to overthrow my father? What if his suspicions grew, and he thought he was in the right to do so? I couldn't let him hurt my family or destroy Fenland from the inside, but I didn’t want him to be used as a scapegoat either. He had earned my grudging respect.

I emptied the velvet pouch, and a small metal ball the size of a fingernail fell into my hand—his listening device.

“I’m not your spy,” I whispered out loud to make myself feel better. But I could do this for myself.

I’d already fastened the receiving pole under the table in Father’s office. That side was a flat square with a tiny hare embossed in one corner. There was nothing that would trace it to anyone other than Lyrason. I wondered how many of these devices he had scattered around the palace. There was probably a second one already in Father’s office.

I walked into the room next door, a reception room normally used for entertaining foreign guests. It was empty and the curtains drawn. I sat down in the gloom between two chairs and placed the ball into my ear.

After a moment of strange echoes and distorted noise, Father’s voice became clear.

“I just don’t understand what you were playing at, Lyrason! Why did you get involved between Sir Halfield and Kasten?”

Lord Lyrason’s voice was tight and clipped. “General Kasten has been disrupting my experiments for months. He knows too much. That Callum Tavolyn is also too smart for his own good. You want Kasten dead too. He almost was. I hadn’t intended for his wife to get bitten and him to get out unscathed. But then I thought he would simply commit treason with his regiment and so give you an excuse to execute him.”

I blinked. Did that mean…that couldn’t mean…

Father spoke. “He suspects and hates you. We don’t want these arguments to spill out into the palace or Adenburg. Due to your actions, that whole situation got out of control.”

I held my breath and clenched my fists, cold flooding my insides. Father knew about the halfsouls. He had known all along. My heart started to pound.

I made out the sound of shifting bodies. Lyrason sounded furious. “Your current anger and frustration are completely misdirected. The main threat to Fenland just rode home without consequences after killing dozens of my guards. On the other hand, who saved Stirling? Who helps your wife? You owe their lives to me. I have worked tirelessly for years following your orders, yet you did not lift a finger to defend me when I needed it. In fact, you give me nothing for my unending loyalty.”

I pressed my forehead to my knees. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. A lifetime of images of my loving father shattered across my mind, with painful jagged edges. I placed one hand over my mouth and pressed it hard against my lips until the tide of emotion had passed.

Father’s voice was stern. “If you are referring to the fact I didn’t give you Annabelle’s hand in marriage, I had my reasons. You’ve received much else for your service already: land, wealth, and position. I can find you another wife if you wish, though I suspect your land, wealth, and position made you quite capable of that yourself.” His sigh was audible even through the device. “It was your own stupidity that put you in that situation with Kasten. I regret that I couldn’t help you, but if I had gotten involved, Kasten would have seen my links with your experiments and then where would he have stopped? He could have destroyed us all. I had to distance myself to protect Fenland.”

Why had Father changed his mind about marrying me to Lyrason? Did he no longer trust him? No, that didn’t fit. Lyrason was still doing all the work that Father wanted kept secret. Lyrason might be the only person he trusted. Father didn’t even trust me with what he was really doing. Had he engaged me to somebody else so I wouldn’t find out?

I clenched my fists in rage and frustration.

I didn’t trust anyone from court. It was one of the reasons I had set up my own information network. I trusted my informers, but maybe even that was naive. Now I knew I couldn’t even trust my closest family.

Lyrason’s voice lowered. “Well, now, the secret is revealed. How far are you going to distance yourself to protect Fenland? Will you have me tried and executed? If you do, Kasten will gain even more power and influence, fear and respect. You cannot let that happen. Also, you will completely disrupt our plans when we’re so close. Don’t think Mister Gregane’s work won’t be seriously delayed if I’m removed from the picture.”

I winced, knowing that Father was not going to appreciate that tone of voice. Sure enough his voice responded harshly. “I am the king, Lyrason. I will do what I need to do, and you cannot dictate that.” He paused and when he spoke again, his voice was more gentle. “I must be seen to punish you. However, I keep my promises. After everything is completed, I will reward you beyond your wildest dreams. You can still have Kasomere and everything else you want. You’ll be untouchable. We just need to be patient.”

Again, I heard the noise of moving feet. Lyrason’s voice softened as if his anger was somewhat appeased by Father’s words. “Sire, why are we skirting about the obvious? You only need to punish me if you want to appease Kasten. Don’t give him that power over you. He is your true enemy. He has hidden a weapon of extraordinary power. We don’t even know the full extent. That is a crime. I suspect he now has the power to kill you and your whole family if he wished. He could take over Fenland merely by lifting a finger. The throne is his whenever he wants it. You can’t afford to be patient with him any longer. And you need your allies around you.”

I waited, breathless for Father’s reply.

“You sound like you have a plan to deal with him. If that is the case, it had better work better than your last one.”

Lyrason spoke quickly. “Sire, we must destroy him as quickly as possible and place his new kryalcomy weapon in the hands of Stirling. Then nobody would ever challenge him, and we can end the war with a tremendous victory. That is the only way.”

Father sighed. “If I challenge Kasten directly, we risk pushing him over the edge. I don’t want to risk civil war.”

“Exactly. I…”

There was a knock on the study door, and I jumped at the harsh sound.

The king’s voice became more formal. “I have an important meeting, Lyrason, but when Kasten comes, you are to make a formal apology to him and his wife, and you will act humbly around them. You hear me? For now, we need to give him what little victories we can while we set things in motion.”

I removed the ear piece as the cacophony of several people entering the room bounced around my skull. I swallowed down bile. Father was behind the halfsouls. I could say it to myself over and over and still it was hard to believe. Worse, Lyrason would be allowed to continue his work, and more would suffer. He wasn’t going to be adequately punished at all.

Father really was trying to kill Kasten. His own son. The full horror of it hit me. Nausea stirred in my stomach, and I swallowed the sensation down.

I held still as Lyrason strode past the open doorway. His manner was refined, but he still looked furious. I wondered if Father was wise to save and humiliate him at the same time, whatever he promised.

I shook myself. I should write to Kasten and warn him. No. I needed to process this. Father had done this to save Stirling and help Mother. Something more was going on. I knew Father always tried to do his best by us. And Kasten was hardly my friend—we barely knew each other. I still didn’t know if I could trust him, and though I tried to hide the fact, he sometimes scared me.

What if destroying Lyrason’s work with halfsouls led to the death of my older brother and Mother?

I blew out a breath. Father always spoke against rash action. I needed to watch the events play out and gather more information before deciding what to do next.

What Father had said earlier was right. One action behind his back might have the potential to bring down the kingdom.


KASTEN
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Ileaned back in my padded office chair looking over the architect’s plans for a grand greenhouse. If Sophie and I were going to be away in Adenburg for a few weeks, maybe longer, it would be a good time to prepare a surprise for when she got back. She still thanked me repeatedly for the swamp. I wanted this to be even better. Something even grander than the king had.

Thinking about her reaction helped me remember there would still be an ‘after’ to this. It made me imagine the future Sophie wished for. Rather than being trapped in Kasomere with enemies on all sides, she could see a world where we could be proud of our country and proud of our rulers. Where we would be safe.

Her dreams were far bigger than mine.

After her comments about having children the other day, my anger at her father for tricking her with those tonics had resurfaced. I wanted to give her a gesture to show her how much I loved her, how much I thought she was worth. And I hoped she’d be able to do even more amazing things with the new plants so she could see for herself what she was capable of.

I turned over the page of the plans. Lucy, who I had summoned for advice, peering over my shoulder. “No, no, no, this isn’t right.” I snapped. “It’s not what I envisioned at all. We’ll need to start again with our plans. Bigger, more open. It should be like nothing ever built before. I want the walls to be barely visible behind vines and flowers. I want fountains, high glass ceilings with metal scrollwork. The temperature needs to be kryalcomy controlled. Can we use kryalcomy to control the humidity too?” Tom had told me that plants needed the right humidity, which is why they sprayed fake rain over Sophie’s bog and misted some of the others by hand. Kasomere wasn’t too far from the desert lands in the west, and despite the walls and tree shelter, the wrong wind could wreak havoc with the delicate plants she liked to grow.

Instead of flinching at my frustration, Lucy actually looked excited as she stood beside my chair, clapping her hands. “She likes fish, my lord. Maybe we could have indoor ponds? We could get her some colorful koi. And a waterfall. And water lilies.”

I nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, yes, excellent ideas. See. You’re already better than the architect. He’s useless compared to you.” I turned to my personal servant, Finley, who lingered silently at the door. “Get rid of him and find me another one. Quickly. Promise whatever money he or she requires to come at once.” The boy bowed and ran off. I turned back to the plans.

The maid’s eyes were glowing. “Maybe we could have some areas with thicker plants to make them more private. And we could breed butterflies inside.” I smiled at her, her enthusiasm fueling my own. Duke James had butterflies in his greenhouse, but Sophie’s could have even more species. Lucy stepped back in surprise at my expression, her mouth falling open. I supposed I didn’t smile very often.

“Lucy, I’m putting you in charge of this project. Work closely with the architect while we’re in Kasomere and make sure it is all perfect. If they’re useless, just hire another one. Spend as much money as you want.”

She lurched forward in surprise. “But what will I tell Lady Sophie? She will be surprised I’m not accompanying her.”

I shrugged. “I’ll tell her I gave you a job to do in her absence. I’m sure Beatrice will be able to cope on her own for two weeks.”

When we came home and Sophie saw it, she would have that smile. The one filled with so much joy she became the most beautiful creature in the world. My fingers itched to be holding her once more, even though we’d only been apart for an hour.

I put away the plans and dismissed Lucy before doing one last sweep of my office for anything I’d forgotten to pack. It was time we left for Adenburg.

I found Sophie in the gardens giving a long list of written instructions to Tom who was concentrating and nodding as she spoke. I had recently employed two more gardeners; they hovered behind him, listening in. My wife wore layers of cream and pale blue chiffon that wafted around her in the breeze, and a wide sun hat, despite the autumn sun being frequently hidden by clouds. She was so beautiful, I found myself watching her for a moment while she was distracted.

Before the gardeners could become awkward, I cleared my throat to announce my presence. Sophie turned and a smile bloomed across her lips when she saw me. Her eyes brightened with delight, and I wondered what I had done to deserve her. She thanked Tom before hurrying to my side and taking my hands. I wanted to kiss that wide smile but didn’t want to embarrass her in front of the gardeners.

“I’m sorry, Kasten. I was just making sure everything would be in order while I was gone. I hope you haven’t been waiting for me.”

I shook my head. “The carriages and horses should be packed and ready by now. I’ve given Lucy a job to do in our absence. I hope you don’t mind if she remains in Kasomere. I assumed Beatrice would be enough during our time in Highfair. The house is much smaller, and I’ve been prioritizing space for guards.” I lowered my voice and moved my face closer to hers. “Are you sure you want to come with me?”

She nodded. “I want to be where you are. I might be able to help.”

“You are always able to help, wherever you are.” I brushed her cheek and tried to smile, but she must have seen the worry on my face.

Her forehead wrinkled in concern. “Don’t you want me to come, Kasten?”

I cursed inwardly and willed my expression to be neutral. It was getting harder for me to hide my feelings around her. I squeezed her hands. “Of course I do, Sophie. I hate being separated from you. I just…worry about you being caught up in the unpleasantness.” I sighed and attempted a smile. “Though last time I left you in Kasomere, you still ended up in trouble in Adenburg.”

Her expression became dismayed as my joke fell flat. She looked down. “It was all my fault, wasn’t it? If I hadn’t responded to Irabel by going to Adenburg, I wouldn't have gotten captured by Father, you wouldn’t have been caught by Lord Lyrason’s trap, and I would have never been bitten. Then the starstone would still be hanging in that glass cabinet. You would’ve presented the evidence to court about Lord Lyrason, and we wouldn’t be in this situation.”

I cursed silently again for saying the wrong thing. “It wasn’t your fault, Sophie. It was right that you cared about your sister. I’m glad that you got to see her before she died. It must have meant a lot to her that you came despite the danger. Your father and Lord Lyrason were to blame.” I straightened. “It will be strange to go to court and find him absent. I assume he’ll be executed. Maybe Duke James too. He was clearly involved. One can always hope.”

My wife gave me a reproving look. “You shouldn’t look so happy about executions, Kasten.”

I raised an eyebrow and put my thumb and forefinger close together. “Not even a little bit happy?”

She struggled to suppress a smile, pressing two slender fingers to her lips. There was a smudge of dirt on her wrist which she clearly hadn’t noticed.

I pointed to the side of her head behind her right ear. “Now you have a detector fitted, you remember how to send an alarm signal, right? Keep emitting that signal, and I and the guards will be able to find you depending on who is in range.”

She nodded, pushing her fingers through her hair to feel the dial fitted to her skull. At least, she wouldn’t have to listen out for halfsouls too.

“And remember, if anyone asks about the starstone, act completely ignorant. Say you’ve never seen me display any usual powers.”

She lifted her chin. “That’s the truth. Of course, I will say that.”

I couldn’t help kissing her forehead no matter who was watching before taking her arm and heading to the carriages. She suddenly seemed to remember something and stopped in her tracks. “If Lucy is staying here, I need to ask her to look after something for me. One moment please.”

She hurried back to the doorway where the staff was waiting to see us away. I allowed myself a small smile at the way Lucy leaned in and nodded her head eagerly as Sophie spoke. She and Beatrice had been good choices as maids.

Sophie hurried back to my side, one hand holding her sunhat, the ribbon already loose. We looped arms and headed to the carriage. As I helped her up the step, I looked behind me one last time at the wide space in the gardens that would soon be a greenhouse fit for a queen.
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We’d brought far more guards than usual to Highfair, half of them disguised as servants. During the journey here, it hadn’t been so obvious since they’d spread their horses down the road. Only Meena, Tara, and Sir Philip, the new head of our household guard, had flanked the carriage. We had trickled through the gates after nightfall, arriving at Highfair in groups. Now soldiers crammed the house, many spending their first night sleeping on the floor of the reception rooms.

Sir Philip had taken over as head of the household guard after Sir Cley’s death and was competent, proactive, and eager to impress. Still, I missed Sir Cley. He’d been a reassuring constant in my life since I’d been given Kasomere by the king. He had known what I was going to ask or command just from my posture.

I had put Sir Luke in charge of overall management of all our troops in Adenburg, making sure each was clothed, fed, and sheltered, and leaving Sir Philip to concentrate on guarding me and Sophie. I trusted Sir Luke would soon work out a good place to house them where they wouldn’t be noticed, hopefully somewhere with space to spare. I intended to eventually move most of the first battalion here: one hundred of my best soldiers. Their commander, Sir Chase, was already with us. He was quiet, but my best fighter and level headed in a tight spot. I just hoped it would be enough if things turned sour.

After our late arrival and a restless night, Sophie and I ate breakfast upstairs in our bedroom to avoid the chaos downstairs as Sir Luke organized the soldiers, and Sir Philip set up the guard watches. I kissed Sophie, a quick press of the lips, before pulling on my coat. Her eyes seemed even wider than usual.

“I’m sorry to leave you behind this morning, my love. But the meeting today will be pure military planning. That is, if they’re not planning to arrest us. I’ll try to get a sense of the king’s plans now that I’ve revealed the power of the starstone. I can also see how the court is responding to the removal of Lord Lyrason and potentially Duke James. I’ll collect you for the social dinner where you can attempt to befriend Annabelle and see where she is going to stand on matters. Hopefully her own curiosity and the listening device I gave her will have spurred her to investigate for herself.”

She nodded, swallowing, and I could see her nerves. I caught her hands. “You’ll be fantastic tonight. I’ll be with you.”

She shook her head. “I’m not worried about me. I’m worried about you going into that place alone this morning, not knowing what they’re planning.”

I grinned at her. “You’re worried about me? Worry about the palace.” I checked her over once more. “You’re wearing your detector? And you have your reserve?”

She nodded.

“Stay with Meena and Callum.”

She smiled and nodded. “Come back quickly.”

I kissed her again and then a third time before stepping out of the house and mounting my horse. I deliberately didn’t take a guard. I liked to highlight that I had no need of one. Also, if this was a trap, there was no need for anyone to get killed. Not when I had the starstone’s power.

And I felt far better having all those guards staying with Sophie.

My thoughts remained on Sophie throughout the bustling streets and as I rode my horse up the long circular drive to the palace, the manicured lawn stretching in all directions around me. We’d barely been apart in the last two weeks, and I had grown used to having her right next to me as if she were an extension of my body. I needed to focus. I needed to get used to missing her so the sensation of being adrift without her faded into my subconscious.

As I handed my reins to a stable boy lingering by the steps, I felt the familiar cool wariness settle over me as my senses sharpened. My body was preparing for battle. I had no idea what was waiting for me inside, but I was confident I could handle it. I wondered how the king would try to take the starstone’s power from me without starting a civil war. It might be amusing to witness. If Annabelle discovered her father’s plans and trusted me enough to tell me, it would make my life so much easier. But the main thing I hoped she would concentrate on was whether the king was involved with the halfsouls.

I was no longer the king’s puppet, and if he thought he could continue to put me and my soldiers in vulnerable positions, he was in for a shock. But I was still the general, and this was my job. I would do it well.

Footmen directed me to the green gallery, one of the large, long rooms with paintings hung down one side and the other facing the gardens. This particular room was often chosen by the king for war meetings due to the large amount of natural light it received from its massive windows. That light poured over the continuous line of polished tables that we covered with maps.

As I entered, the room fell silent as the men inside turned to face me. A servant standing by the door even took a step away as if in fear. I smirked at him, and he bowed and muttered an apology. If I had been shunned before, now I was truly the villain.

Lord Lyrason had been powerful and well liked, and I had taken him down in a few unplanned hours.

The king was absent from the room, but Prince Stirling was standing in one corner. He wore spotless white and gold like some sort of saint. He narrowed his eyes as he inspected me before striding over with a formal expression. “General. Thank you for coming.”

I was not here to pander to him and watch him play king as if one day he would be a competent ruler. If Sophie and I had to stand against his father, I somehow doubted it would be Stirling we replaced him with. “Is the king not joining us?”

Stirling’s expression remained neutral. “Soon. Would you like a drink? I know you’re fond of whiskey.” He waved to a servant who hurried to pour one and bring it over.

It seemed everyone was going to be civil today as if they weren’t planning my downfall. I guessed that also meant I wasn’t about to be arrested.

Stirling’s actions had broken some of the tension in the room, but I was still the focus of long glances from every direction. Seven men, the usual leaders of our strongest regiments along with a few new faces. I sighed inwardly. As much as I wanted to show my boredom and displeasure at being here when I could be in Kasomere with Sophie, Stirling was taking the right course of action. If we were going to work together in this war against Kollenstar, I had to be civil and forthcoming. I downed my whiskey and took a seat at one of the tables, studying the black figurines that represented the distribution of Kollen soldiers in the fortresses adjacent to our border. They appeared mostly unchanged from our last meeting. Our own forces were marked by white figurines with a colored dot to indicate their regiment, both those manning the border defenses and those scattered in various cities across Fenland. Kasomere was marked by two regiments. I gritted my teeth. We still weren’t back to full force yet. I was wary of recruiting too many soldiers from Lord Hans’s lands to replace his regiment. I hoped my troops weren’t going to be depleted yet again in some reckless move I couldn’t oppose.

I caught myself. No, they weren’t, because I’d promised myself I wouldn’t let that happen anymore. I wasn’t the loyal dog Duke James made me out to be. In this meeting, if the king pushed me, my claws wouldn’t stay sheathed.

The door opened and the king strode in dressed in his formal jacket and sash bedecked with useless medals. I stood and bowed like everyone else. When I lifted my eyes, I froze. My lungs refused to inflate in shock and all my senses went on high alert. Trailing the king was Lord Lyrason. He was dressed as usual in a smart navy jacket and black cravat, though his head was tilted down.

How could he be here? He had admitted to being behind the halfsouls. The whole court should have been aware of the situation with Sophie. Annabelle had even seen the undeniable proof and would have told her account to her father.

What he had done was unforgivable. He should be hanging from a noose.

The temperature in the room plummeted, and I could feel the tension around me, though the king ignored it. Behind his back, Lord Lyrason tilted his head up slightly, slid his glasses up his nose, and gave a faint grin as he met my eyes.

The power of the starstone surged inside me, matching my rage. I looked away, struggling to get my emotions under control before I destroyed the palace and everyone in it. The sting of betrayal made me clench my teeth.

“Kasten, thank you for joining us.”

I snapped my head up at the words to find the king had stopped in front of me. His face portrayed nothing. I knew I should be relieved at the civility of my greeting and dipped my head in acknowledgement before my eyes slid back to Lord Lyrason, but my anger was too great to contain. The king might as well have slapped me in the face. “Why is he here? You know what he did. His crimes are far beyond deserving mercy.”

The king glanced over his shoulder as if the matter with Lord Lyrason was so minor, he had forgotten who was there. Unlikely. “Lord Lyrason is needed for the war effort. I agree that he has committed a terrible crime both to you personally and Fenland in general. As such, he has retained his manor in Adenburg, but his country estate has been confiscated, and his experiments have been terminated. He has something to say to you.”

The king stepped to one side. Lord Lyrason was no longer smiling. In fact, his face was a mask of suppressed anger. The king gestured for him to approach me, and I couldn’t hide my surprise as Lord Lyrason got down on his knees in front of me. He held up his hands in supplication.

“General Batton. I have deeply wronged you. I never intended one of my experiments to harm your wife. As such, I made every effort to take responsibility and make her well. I can assure you it will never happen again. I trust you can forgive me. As I remember, you promised me no harm if I saved your wife. Please accept my apology.”

My heart thudded in my chest as the room collectively held its breath. I had promised him no retribution if he healed Sophie because I had assumed that even if the king was involved, he would still punish him. How could the king let something like this slide and not lose the trust of his people?

I almost killed Lord Lyrason then and there as he bowed before me.

Lord Lyrason, perhaps sensing my rage, didn’t wait any longer for my reply but got up with a look of distaste. He bowed to me then moved back behind the king.

The king clapped his hands together. “Well, that is settled then. Lord Lyrason corrected his mistake, your wife is now fine, and I trust you will uphold your end of the agreement, Kasten. I will see this as an end to your quarrel. Now let’s move forward to concentrate on the threat of Kollenstar.”

I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t have the words. The king was clearly planning to act like it had never happened.

Sophie had almost died, and Lord Lyrason hadn’t been dealt with. He was still a threat to both of us, not to mention the whole of Adenburg.

“Everyone, sit.” The king gestured to the largest of the tables and the map and figurines there. I sat in silence and didn’t meet anyone's eyes, still deciding on my response to Lord Lyrason’s presence.

The room’s focus on me, including the king’s gaze, hadn’t ceased. Surprisingly people seemed more nervous and uncertain than hostile. It seemed nobody was sure what the king had planned for me and were waiting to follow his lead. The same uncertainty surrounded Lord Lyrason as he sat in a chair set back from the table as if intending to fade into the background. Nobody met either of our eyes.

The king leaned forward over the table. “General Kasten, we also have a lot of questions for you. It is clear Lord Lyrason isn’t the only one practicing illegal kryalcomy. What was the weapon you used to such devastating effect on Lord Lyrason’s men? Why have you not presented it to the Maegistrium for consideration for the war effort? Were you intending to use it for something else?”

The room fell silent as everyone waited for my response. The men sitting directly to either side didn’t even seem to be breathing. I deliberately took a sip of whiskey from the fresh tumbler a servant had placed beside me. I could feel the tension rising and rising. So much would be determined by my response and the entire room knew it.

I leaned back in my seat and folded my arms. “It was a type of sword. I regret only one was made and it can’t be recharged. It is useless now. We haven't been able to replicate it. I was saving it for a dire emergency such as the one I was presented with.” I bowed my head. “Please accept my apologies for keeping it concealed. It was discovered by accident and since it can’t be replicated, I didn’t think it was important or of any real use. I merely desired to keep it out of the wrong hands.”

The people shifted in their seats. Only the king dared to meet my eyes. I had no idea if any of them believed me, but regardless, none of them challenged me.

The king tapped one long gloved finger on the side of his wine glass. His knowing eyes didn’t leave my face. I met his stare without flinching. At last, he sighed. “Pity. Such a weapon would be enormously valuable against Kollenstar. It would save many lives, would it not?”

I dipped my head in agreement. “Indeed. If we manage to replicate it again in Kasomere, I’ll let you know, but I don’t want to get on the wrong side of the Maegistrium, of course. I suspect they will be far more likely to come up with what you need.”

The king sighed. “You should have sent it to Ilustran at once for the Maegistrium to study.”

I inclined my head once more.

The tension in the room didn’t abate as everyone waited for the king’s response. Finally, he turned to the map and asked Lieutenant Steer for an update on recent troop maneuverings and information from our spy network before we started to formulate our specific plans of attack tomorrow.

I released my breath. Was that it? Apparent pardon for both Lord Lyrason and me so we could just continue as if nothing had happened? The king had to be planning something on a much grander scale.

But to pardon Lord Lyrason despite the terrible nature of his crimes, didn’t that mean they had to be working together? The king had to need him badly enough that he was willing to risk my wrath as well as be seen to not be following the law within court.

I listened to Lieutenant Steer with half an ear, my own network far more reliable than this one. It was helpful to note where the misinformation was and determine when we were being purposefully lied to by the king—whether to maintain morale or hide his plans to bias the battle against those of us he disliked—or if the mistakes were genuine.

After several hours of unhelpful discussion, where I remained silent and Prince Stirling talked far too much, we paused for lunch. The king dined privately as usual, but the rest of us chose from several available rooms and requested food to be delivered by servants. Everyone broke into their familiar groups. I walked to the plainest room where I always dined alone.

I sat down in one of the blue silk armchairs that were too firm for my taste and scowled as I heard the door open again. I turned to chase whoever it was away from my one bearable moment of the day, when I saw Lord Lyrason closing the door behind him.

We were alone. The thrum of power inside me heightened. That man truly had a death wish.

He ignored my expression and sat in the second armchair as if we were old friends. He adjusted his trousers so the crease lay straight down his legs. His hair was neat and his cheeks freshly shaven. He didn’t look like a man who had so recently escaped the death penalty.

At length I spoke, unable to contain my rage anymore. “Do tell me. What hold do you have over the king that he is letting you get away with this? Or were you merely following his orders all along?”

Lord Lyrason sighed and removed his glasses to polish them. “I would hardly say I have gotten away with it. Kneeling in front of you was by far the most distasteful moment of my life. And I have lost a lot of my income.”

We paused while plates of food were laid on the low table between us. Lord Lyrason smiled and thanked the servant. I just waved them away impatiently.

I lowered my voice and tilted my head. “You have murdered hundreds of people in the most unspeakable ways and you're complaining about getting your suit a little dirty.”

Lord Lyrason slid some potato and beetroot salad onto his fork. He pulled a satisfied expression. “You should taste this. The hazelnuts really bring the flavors together.” He took another mouthful. “You know, I barely killed any of my little experiments. Not recently anyway. You and the Red Men did most of the killing.”

I shook my head slowly. “They were dead the moment you used haemalcomy on them. One day, you will be held accountable for what you have done.”

Lord Lyrason scoffed. “What are you going to do? Burn the whole of Fenland to the ground just to kill me? That sounds familiar. Ah, yes. It would be just like what your father did to Whitehill to kill you. Seems like you take after him more strongly than you thought.”

The words hit me like a kick to the gut.

Lord Lyrason smiled. “You're not a good person, Kasten. You were never allowed to be. Your hands are red with blood. So don’t criticize me for the murdering of ‘innocents’. I chose my subjects well, they deserved what happened to them, and my actions have been well-intentioned. One day, you may see the fruits of my labor and be grateful for them.”

I calmed my breathing, choosing not to speak in case I betrayed how much his words had hurt me. I wouldn’t give him that satisfaction.

The lord sighed. “The king wishes for us to get along, Kasten, for the stability of Fenland. Let’s put on a good show for the other nobles.”

I sneered. “Why are you even here at this meeting? You don’t lead any troops nor are you a strategist.”

He shrugged. “The king believes I may have some helpful insight. We will see.”

I flexed and relaxed my fingers over and over, my annoyance at his vagueness only fueling the anger that boiled below the surface.

Lord Lyrason spoke more praise of the food before he finished and finally left me alone. Part of me wanted to tear this place down around me. I knew I could do it.

But I didn’t want to be my father. What was the point of anything I had achieved if I merely turned out like him?

But what if, deep down, I already was just like him, and there was nothing I could do to change that? There were times where I simply ceased to care: dangerous moments when my empathy for the people who would be collateral damage wore out.

Lord Lyrason didn’t believe I was any different than him, and he could almost convince me. But Sophie believed I was good, as did Callum and the people of Kasomere. I wouldn’t betray their faith in me, even if I wasn’t convinced myself. I wouldn't let Sophie down. Her goodness was my guiding north star, as Callum had put it.

I finished my meal without tasting it and stood to head back to the council room. I would need to talk to Callum and Sophie at length to work out what our next moves should be. Lord Lyrason’s presence affected everything and made our need for information far more pressing.

As I entered the corridor, I caught sight of the disappearing train of a skirt around a corner and a familiar voice. I caught up in three quick strides and grabbed Annabelle’s arm. She was walking with an older woman who I didn’t recognize. Both women looked alarmed at my sudden presence. I let go of Annabelle’s arm and took a step back in apology.

“Princess, have…”

She raised a hand to cut me off. “General Kasten, it is not appropriate for you to talk to me like this. You should keep your distance.”

Her raised eyebrows and the serious line of her mouth indicated she meant what she said. She took the older woman’s arm and hurried away.

I was left standing alone in the bare white corridor. I scowled in irritation. She had helped me before, but that didn’t mean she was on my side or would help me again. It made sense that she would also be loyal to her father.

But I still wanted to talk to her. She had access to information I didn’t have. And I wondered if she was using the listening device I’d given her.

I stared after her, wondering which parts of her were an act and which parts were genuine. I hoped Sophie would be able to find out.


SOPHIE
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Iwoke to grainy eyes and aching joints. I rolled over to find Kasten awake. He was sitting up and staring into space, his expression grim and determined. The clock showed it was just before seven.

I sat up beside him. My hair had loosened in the night, and pooled down, tangling around my shoulders. “Kasten? Are you all right?”

Kasten, Callum, and I had retired to bed late last night. There had been a social dinner at the palace but, after the shock of Kasten’s announcement that Lord Lyrason was still at large, none of us had felt like going. Instead, we’d discussed the news. Kasten had needed some time away from that man so he could keep his head cool. My husband’s long-suffering patience had frayed to threads.

We could only think of two reasons the king would pardon Lord Lyrason. Either the king was part of the plan with the halfsouls and needed it to continue for his own gain. Or Lord Lyrason had the king in his pocket, forced to defend him, either through blackmail or bribery.

Either way, the king was allowing something evil.

None of us believed Lord Lyrason had stopped his experiments, which meant we would still have to stop him making new halfsouls. And to do that we would likely have to dethrone the king too.

It would be amazing if any of us had gotten much sleep.

He blinked and looked down at me. “Good morning. Did I wake you?”

I shook my head. “Kasten, did you ever fall asleep?”

He gave me a half smile and leaned forward to kiss my forehead. “I’ve been planning. Sometimes my brain won’t stop thinking, and it’s only in the absolute silence that I can hear it clearly.” He looked at the clock. “We should get breakfast and talk to Callum before I have to head to the palace.”

He didn’t say any more but slipped out of bed with a preoccupied look back on his face. I watched him for a moment, feeling a little uneasy about my role in this situation. How could I help? How could I support him? I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and started to dress, choosing a simple gown so I wouldn’t have to ring the bell for Beatrice.

Kasten didn’t speak as we settled down in the breakfast room and eggs, fresh bread, fruit, and soft cheeses were brought out. Thankfully, Sir Luke had moved most of the soldiers to another accommodation, and Sir Philip and his guards were the only ones remaining in the house itself. It was hard to concentrate when every room was full of rolled up bed mats.

Callum already sat at the table with his shirt half unlaced. He wasn’t eating, but he drank cup after cup of strong tea. I almost felt like I was intruding as their quiet, intense moods seemed to match each other perfectly.

Feeling a strange disconnect from Kasten, I placed my hand on his knee under the table. He immediately covered it with the warmth of his own, and reassurance flooded me. I belonged.

He leaned toward me. “Don’t worry, Sophie. We’ll bring Lord Lyrason down. He won’t get away with this. Neither will the king.”

I nodded and forced a smile.

Callum pretended not to have noticed our exchange then chopped the top off his egg with more force than necessary, sending fragments of eggshell flying. “We need to plan this exactly, Kasten. Every detail. Otherwise, we’ll end up with a bloodbath across the whole of Adenburg, if not Fenland.”

Kasten nodded. “I know. When I was young, the king himself always used to tell me not to make the first move unless you have no choice. The aggressor often has the hardest time. The longer we stall, the longer we have to get everyone into position and the more time we get to gain information and allies. But we should move our pieces quickly so we can be ready when they make their move.”

Callum raised his eyebrows. “Wasn’t storming Lord Lyrason’s manor quite an aggressive first move?”

Kasten scoffed as if he were being ridiculous. “That was merely about Sophie, and Lyrason knows that. The king knows that. What we’re doing now is so much bigger.”

Nerves hollowed out my stomach, and I barely managed to swallow a mouthful of bread and butter. I took a sip of water to help me speak. “Kasten, you always said your greatest fear of removing your father from the throne was the power vacuum it would create and so the potential for civil war. So don’t we need somebody competent ready to take the throne immediately? Somebody everyone will accept?”

Kasten grimaced. “Honestly, we don’t have much choice.”

Callum spoke around a mouthful of egg. “Annabelle seemed promising.”

Kasten nodded but pinched his forehead showing he wasn’t convinced. “She is. But she’s also young. Younger than any of us here. She’s untested, arrogant, and impulsive. Still, she’s the only one who has helped us and is willing to listen. I just fear her loyalty to the king is too strong for her to ever think about challenging his rule. She also refused to speak to me yesterday.”

Callum took a sip of his drink. “Young, arrogant, and impulsive…hmm, seems familiar. But then you two are related after all.”

I interjected before Callum could provoke Kasten any more. “Prince Stirling is next in line. That’s who everyone will expect.”

Kasten pulled a disgusted look, and I frowned at him, spreading my hands. “You can’t rule him out, just because you don’t like him. You need a good reason.”

My husband held up his hand. “I’m not ruling him out. Honestly, I’m not. And you’re right. At the moment, he should be our first choice since he’s the heir. But, well, I can’t ever see him allying with us. And he may be part of the plan with the halfsouls. At least we know Annabelle was ignorant of them and is, in fact, actively trying to stop them.”

“And Prince Clarence is too young,” Callum finished, leaning back in his chair.

A heavy silence suspended the room. The king had one other child.

Callum rocked his chair back forward. “You could…”

“No,” Kasten said too quickly.

Callum frowned. “In an emergency. You might have to, Kasten.”

My husband glared at his friend. “I said no.”

I took a sip of tea. Maybe this was an area where I could be of use. “So we need to befriend Prince Stirling and Princess Annabelle. We find out where their loyalties lie and whether Prince Stirling is involved with Lyrason and the halfsouls. Hopefully, we can get to the point where we can share our concerns fully with them. When I go to the palace for the evening dinners and parties, I will do my best to get to know Princess Annabelle and build trust between us in the hope that it will bring her to our cause. She will probably be the key to us understanding the relationship between Lord Lyrason and the king. Maybe you could get closer to Stirling, Kasten.”

He inclined his head with a grimace. “I can try, but I won’t be very successful. He hates me even more than I hate him. At least, we can focus on finding out whether he is involved with the halfsouls.”

Callum rocked his chair back once more. “While you’re glaring and arguing with people at the palace during the day, Sophie and I can find out more about the halfsouls and haemalcomy. I have some samples from our specimens in Kasomere with me and the fragments of the disks used to store Sophie’s vitality. We can use those to work out what Lord Lyrason is planning.”

Kasten tapped the table. “Good. Good. I gave orders to Sir Luke last night. He is finding more locations in Adenburg we could use to hide troops and working toward getting some of our soldiers employed by the palace as staff or guards.”

Callum nodded and waved his eggy spoon around. “I have some friends in the city that I will meet with this week as well. They may be able to help us.”

The way Callum stressed the word ‘friends’ made me wonder if these friends were connected with the mob that had gathered outside Lord Lyrason’s house when I had been bitten. The Red Men had been destroyed by Lord Lyrason when he had turned the majority of the group into halfsouls, but there had to be many people still angry with him. Lord Lyrason had killed whole families when the Red Men had attempted to assassinate him.

I stared down at my bread, my appetite completely gone. Was I really good enough for this? Was it even possible for me to help Callum discover anything about the halfsouls? Or for me to befriend the princess?

I desperately wanted to feel worthy of sitting at the table with Kasten and Callum. I would try my very best to be as useful as each of them were. But they were giants in this game, and I had only just begun.

Kasten stood. “I should go.” He squeezed my shoulder. “Get some more rest if you need it. I’ll see you this evening.”

I didn’t want more rest. I wanted to be useful.

I stood and followed my husband to the front door. Once we were out of sight of Callum, he faced me and took my hands. He lowered his voice. “I love you.” The look in his eyes grounded me and made my mouth dry. The sensation of not belonging at his side vanished.

I smiled up at him. “I love you too. Stay safe.”

He leaned in and brushed his lips over mine. I’d thought I would be used to his kisses by now, but I wasn’t. My lips tingled, and my heart ached. I looked away as my emotions heightened. Suddenly I acutely wished he wasn’t about to go. Especially somewhere so unpleasant where he would be surrounded by enemies. I wanted him by my side where we could be safe and happy.

But I knew that was selfish of me. Adenburg needed him far more than it needed me.

He caught my expression and curled a finger under my chin, lifting my head up. “Try not to worry, my love. I’ll be back this evening. Meena and Sir Philip will keep you safe.”

I nodded and forced a smile, even as tears threatened to overflow. Now was not the time for me to be pathetic.

He kissed my forehead once more before he turned away, and his expression became distracted and stern once again. He strode to the stables, and I waved him off into the unknown.

As soon as he disappeared from sight, I felt like I was missing a part of myself. This was ridiculous.

I pressed down on my reserve to help relieve my tiredness and went to find my apron so I could join Callum with his experiments.
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The clock struck eleven, startling me from my thoughts.

I sat at our dining table and ran a nail back and forth over my lips as the machine I had asked Callum to build for me whizzed around, spinning a sample of my blood. Kasten wasn’t here, and I was left alone with my worries while I waited for my new experiment to work.

My skin itched with restlessness, but there wasn’t a proper garden here for me to retreat to. The tiny steps I was taking toward discovering anything that could help Kasten or Callum seemed infuriatingly small. Being here in Highfair only gave me more time to worry about Kasten and more dreadful scenarios to dream up.

I straightened my back, reminding myself to stay positive. Before we’d left, I’d asked Lucy to start renovating the ballroom as a surprise for Kasten when we returned. It would be so nice to do something normal for once, like organize a ball and act as hostess, even though it could be stressful. Kasten didn’t enjoy parties, but if we started hosting and celebrating, I wondered if it would help transform Kasomere from a city that revolved around war and survival. And maybe in turn, it would show Kasten that he was more than a killer and a survivor. Though he might resist the idea at first, and our guest list would be small, I suspected he’d humor me. It would be nice to do something positive for Kasomere, something that hadn’t been done before my arrival.

I looked at Kasten’s empty seat at the table and the hollow, aching sensation returned to my chest. He had only been gone a few hours, and I already missed him. The sensation was unfamiliar. I had never missed anyone before, and I hadn’t expected the experience to be so visceral.

I rested my chin in my hands and stared at the machine spinning around so fast it was a blur. I couldn’t believe I was sitting here alone as part of a plan to commit treason. Normally, all I had to worry about was how to distill a plant.

How on earth were we going to get the king off his throne? We could make his involvement with halfsouls public. Shame him until the people demanded his abdication. Wasn’t Annabelle’s betrothed the Lord High Chancellor? I was pretty sure that put him in charge of everything to do with the courts and the law in Adenburg. Maybe he could help us.

I sat up as the door opened and Callum entered. He slowed his gait as he saw me. “Why do you look like a child who has just been caught in the middle of doing something naughty?” He closed the door behind him so we were alone.

I smiled at him, grateful for his humor. “Oh it wasn’t anything that bad. I was just thinking up ways to overthrow the king.”

He chuckled. “Nothing like a bit of treason to help breakfast go down.” He poured himself some apple juice before he settled in a chair and rocked it back. I winced internally every time he did that, just waiting for him to topple over backward and hit his head. He took a sip from his glass. “I just hope Kasten can hold himself together while we get everything in place. Apparently, today is going to be a long one. It's a miracle he can keep that amount of power contained while surrounded by those idiots who will be making jabs at him all day.”

I grimaced and tapped the table with my fingernail. The spinning machine ran out of power, and I removed the long, thin glass tubes from its circumference. The blood had separated out into its component parts, the yellow plasma at the top, red blood cells in the middle, and at the very bottom, a strange greyish black layer that was barely a millimeter thin.

I waved the tube around. “It worked! It worked! Your machine spun them hard enough.”

“Well, of course my invention worked.” Callum squinted at the narrow glass tube. “So you’ve separated your blood out by weight, correct?” He pointed to the dark grey base layer near the wax stopper. “And that’s the heaviest bit. Is that grey stuff meant to be there?”

I shook my head. “That’s the metal in my blood, only it’s concentrated so now we can see it. It’s what they must have used for the haemalcomy to turn me into a halfsoul. It’s still inside me.”

Callum clapped his hands together. “Ha! Interesting. It’s not enough to test, though. What is that, a hundredth of a gram? Even if you spun down all the blood you took, it wouldn’t be enough.”

I studied the tiny layer by tilting the tube in the light. “But we know it’s still inside me, even if I’m not infectious. Maybe my body defeated the infection it was attached to, but the metal was left behind. It must be very inert for my body not to try to attack it too. I feel well.”

Callum frowned at the tube and rocked back in his chair. “I don’t like that it’s still inside you, flowing in your blood, and we can’t get it all out.”

I suppressed a shiver. “If we want to stop whatever the king and Lord Lyrason have planned, we should invent a cure. I know you’ve been trying to save the halfsouls you capture without success, but the need is even more urgent now. We have more information than ever before. It was so hard for you and Kasten to heal me. We don’t want to be in that position again. What if it’s Kasten who’s bitten next time?”

Callum grimaced. “I would rather not even think of the possibility of Kasten as a halfsoul.” He shook his head slowly. “He would be even more grumpy.”

I stared out of the window at the trees shedding their amber leaves. “Lord Lyrason isn’t going to stop now when he’s come so far. Only I suspect he won’t risk setting them loose downtown for us to find and take to the Maegistrium.”

Callum nodded slowly along and waited for me to continue as if I were voicing his own fears.

“But where is he aiming to send them? Lord Lyrason might use the halfsouls on Kollenstar like Kasten suggested, but what if they do that while Kasten is fighting there, not caring that he and his men will be bitten by halfsouls too? Or what if they use it on Kasomere?” I shook my head at the horrible scenes that played out in my mind and placed a hand over my thumping heart. “This could be a weapon that rivals the starstone. One that could steal life from entire cities or countries while the perpetrators live forever. We need a cure to protect ourselves, especially while we don’t know what they are planning.”

Callum leaned forward with his eyebrows raised. His voice was uncharacteristically gentle. “And we need a cure to heal you, if anyone manages to use that metal that’s inside you again.” He leaned back and tapped his lip in thought. “Though I hope we never have to face any of those scenarios, it makes sense for us to be as prepared as possible.” He pointed back to the tube. “I think I could finally do it if I can take a large enough sample of whatever that metal is. Lord Lyrason and Mister Gregane must make it in batches before they attach it to the infectious agent that’s transferred through saliva. Once I have both sides of the kryalcomy poles, I could work out how to disrupt their connection. Then, even if somebody is bitten, we can stop their life and good emotions from being sucked out and violence injected. They would only suffer from the symptoms of the infectious agent which lasts a day or two.”

He leaned forward, getting increasingly excited with his train of thought. “It would be hard to disrupt the connection, but Lord Lyrason did it with our detectors. The halfsouls who attacked us outside of Sir Halfield’s house wore collars that meant our detectors could no longer interact with the kryalcomy inside them. They didn’t let off any sound at all. Meena had the foresight to pick up a broken one and pocket it just after you were bitten. I haven’t had the chance to look at it yet, and it might not be safe for somebody who isn't a halfsoul to wear but I suspect it will be purely kryalcomy, rather than haemalcomy. Hopefully, a method I could copy. Between that collar and a big enough sample of the metal from your blood, I’m sure I’ll figure it out.” He frowned. “I’m just frustrated that not only has Gregane discovered Callumalcomy as well as me, he’s discovered how to disrupt it. I’m yet to get that far, but I’m not going to let him outmatch me.”

I patted him on the back, but my mind was already elsewhere, thinking about Gregane. There had to be more I could do. “Lord Lyrason is going to be in the palace all day too, isn’t he? He was brought in on the war meetings for some reason.”

Callum nodded. “I wonder if it was just to unbalance Kasten, but he’s clearly meant to be contributing something.”

I kept tapping my finger. “So he will be away from his home all day.”

Callum narrowed his eyes and landed all four of his chair’s feet on the floor with a thump. “What by all the kingdoms are you planning? I thought you were meant to be the sensible one.”

I shrugged, uncomfortable with my own train of thought. “I just don’t want to sit here feeling useless. Kasten went through so much to save me and put himself in danger. If I’d never gone to see Irabel in Adenburg, this wouldn’t have happened. Kasten wouldn’t have had to reveal the starstone. Now everyone distrusts him and will never leave him alone.”

“They’ve always distrusted him, Sophie. This isn’t your fault.” Callum gnawed on a fingernail, giving me a wary look.

I shook my head slowly, refusing to let Callum’s words sink in. The sensation that we were running out of time built inside me with nervous energy. I stood up, needing to move. “And besides, Lord Lyrason could have halfsouls in his manor right now. He could have dozens of victims in there. We need information, and we need it fast. We need a cure. And we need clear proof of whether the king is involved so that a coup is justified. Lives are at stake. We need to take risks.”

Callum tilted his head with an incredulous expression. “Are you seriously suggesting we break in? Because if you are, either Lord Lyrason will catch me and kill me or Kasten will when he hears what we’ve done. Either way, I’m a dead man.”

I played with a loose string on my cuff. “Well, it’s not breaking in if you're invited. If the two ends of the haemalcomy poles are what you require to make a cure, we should get them by any means possible and as quickly as possible. Not to mention we can get information directly from the source.”

Callum lifted an eyebrow and sagged, defeated, back into his chair. “It sounds to me like you have a plan forming. I always thought Kasten was the bad influence on my life. Now I suspect you’re worse.”


KASTEN
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Islammed my palm down on the table to emphasize my words. “Absolutely not. I will not take my soldiers down the left wing unless I am joined by at least the fourth regiment. Especially considering the number of men who will be new recruits since I’ve taken on Lord Hans’s old regiment too.”

Prince Stirling sighed as if I were being unnecessarily stubborn. “Your soldiers have the highest kill per head of all the regiments. We all know you train them well. You have two thousand soldiers under your command. I doubt you need support from another regiment. The fourth should be supporting our weakest troops in the middle.”

I shook my head. I would not back down this time. “We’re too exposed. If you have to order a retreat, we would be easily cut off from the rest of the army. We would be overrun.”

Stirling frowned, steepling his fingers. “That’s very pessimistic of you, General. It’s unlikely we would need to retreat.” Next to him, his close friend, Sir Dejong, the commander of the fourth regiment, nodded in support of the prince. His expression however was slightly panicked and desperate.

I folded my arms, leaning back in my chair. “It happened before in the battle of Ztar just over a year ago. You abandoned me and the entire right flank—all the soldiers commanded by me. I was left with no back up, surrounded by Kollenstar soldiers.”

Stirling looked uneasy at my bluntness and glanced at his father. They had never seen me so adamantly against their plans before.

The king leaned forward, annoyance on his face. His tone was dangerously calm. “And you survived, did you not, Kasten? Along with most of your troops. As Prince Stirling said, your regiment is always the most resilient and effective part of our army. You command the battlefield well. It makes sense for you to take the position at our weakest, most vulnerable area. I’m confident in your ability to clear the threats to our west flank, including K’kak Fort.”

I had given in time and time again in these war councils when my eventual death had felt inevitable. But I was no longer going to be pushed around. I would fight for my life and that of my troops with every breath. “If you want me to attack and take this fort while the main army plows through the middle, I want the fourth regiment too. You need us to guard your flanks effectively. If Kollenstar troops attack the main army's left flank while marching, it would be a disaster. Give me the fourth regiment.”

Sir Dejong was a young, weak commander, easy for me to control. If I had him with me, there was no way the king or Stirling would deliberately pull back just to make us vulnerable and hope for my death. He would be my human shield.

The king looked down at the map with an expression of long-suffering patience. “If you have the fourth regiment, our center will become too weak.”

I stood and moved the pieces on the table. “Only in our current formation. Turn it into a spearhead and place archers in the second segment of the column. Move Prince Stirling and his men back to a stronger defensive position. Put the second regiment at the lead, taking the impact. Their formation will channel the enemy to the side if attacked from the front, spreading them out and making them easy targets. If I can protect your left flank, and the sixth, seventh and eighth regiments can protect your right, you will dispatch the enemy easily and make a quick headway.”

The king tapped his fingers on the table. “We could still make those changes and keep the fourth regiment next to Stirling.”

I didn’t hide my frustration as I glared at him. The men in the room shifted. “Sir Dejong is inexperienced. I can advise him. His troops should come with me. I will not be abandoned again.”

Sir Dejong shrunk back from the table, his arms folded across his chest as if in defense. Though nineteen, his shoulders still hadn't broadened, making him appear like a child in this room of battle-hardened men. “Surely, I…”

The king interrupted him, his posture becoming angry as he faced me fully. “How dare you suggest we have ever abandoned you. The battlefield is never about one man or one regiment.”

I didn’t retreat under his anger but kept my hard gaze on the king. “Then why are you so concerned about Sir Dejong joining me? He will make little difference if you keep him safe and cozy in the middle. I thought he said he was eager for real battle experience.”

Next to Prince Stirling, Sir Dejong was growing pale. “I…I…”

The king’s gaze was still fixed on me. His annoyance at me was more visible than ever. “I’d expected better from you, Kasten. I forgave your earlier transgression of hiding your discovery of considerable kryalcomal power and then using it without permission, but I am concerned you're abusing your power as general.”

I tilted my head to one side, working my jaw as I dared him to demote me. It would make my life easier if I wasn’t the general. If he tried to take Kasomere from me, however, outrage would be seen in the streets. Kasomere was loyal to me, not the king. He knew this.

But he wanted to know about my weapon. And he wanted me removed as a threat. These things would be easier if he kept me close.

The longer these discussions continued without either of us conceding, the more civil war seemed inevitable sooner rather than later. And the more likely it was to be messy with us only being half prepared and without a successor to rally behind. How was I to resist the king’s reckless plans without seeming rebellious? And that was even without us taking a stance against the halfsouls.

Lieutenant Baftly cleared his throat. “May I make a suggestion?” He commanded the sixth regiment and was the oldest man in the room, well-respected with greying hair and glasses. He was also one of the few people I could stand.

All eyes turned to him. “Sir Dejong may not quite be ready for all the excitement of taking K’kak Fort. We have a lot of commanders joining this campaign for the first time.” He nodded toward Prince Stirling. “It is very exciting to have new blood and ideas. But perhaps I could join the general on the left wing. I would follow his orders, of course. I could come with half my regiment, leaving the rest with my second commander on the right wing. Then both sides would have two and a half regiments. That has a nice fairness to it.”

I nodded in agreement and appreciation of his smooth diplomacy. He would be a welcome addition to my side, and the king would never make any moves that deliberately put the older man in danger. He had been the king’s swordmaster and mentor forty years ago.

The king looked displeased but nodded. “Fine, that’s settled.”

Sir Dejong slouched in relief, and Prince Stirling looked less confident than before. A few people met my eyes with cool, wary hatred, and others with fear. Lord Lyrason gave me a small smile from his quiet corner as if he were enjoying the entertainment of the king and I fighting. I wished Lord Hans was still alive so I’d have an ally in this room. Though everyone had hated him too.

An awkward silence stretched before the king stood, his chair rocking as he pushed it back with some force. Everyone hurried to stand. “We shall break there. General Kasten, since the new troop positioning was your idea, I wish you to write up the plan and individual orders for the leaders of the regiments. I will also leave you and Lieutenant Baftly to come up with your own plans to take K’kak Fort. This afternoon, we’ll have a formal lunch in the throne room followed by drinks and mingling with the rest of the court. I know many of you from outside of Adenburg have private business to discuss. Tomorrow we will discuss the following three weeks of the campaign and the logistics of the supply wagons.”

He strode out of the room without acknowledging anyone’s bows. I was getting to him. Sometimes I regretted my abrasive nature, but the only way I knew to get what I wanted was through blunt battering. It would be nice to have some of Lord Lyrason’s smoother negotiation skills. He had always been good at appearing mild instead of manipulative. Though he never bothered to hide his nature with me. I wished Sophie was here with her smiles and charm.

I was the last to leave the room and wished I could escape the torture of the formal lunch, but I wasn’t going to push the king any further. I followed the noise of chatter and clinking glasses to the yellow reception room that adjoined the throne room to wait until we were summoned for food. Why the king had chosen that huge ostentatious throne room for lunch today, I had no idea. It was very rarely used and normally served as an empty space before the dais for people to stand and bow to their monarchs at large public events. I pitied the servants having to lug tables into there. It seemed like today, the king wanted to show off his power.

I hadn’t been in the throne room since the queen’s coronation when I was three. At the time I’d been held up by a nanny at the back of the room, my mother recently banished. My memories were vague and mostly constructed of paintings and pictures I had seen more recently. I had no desire to go back there today, but at least in this I would concede.

The bright and airy reception room was crowded with nobility, and I slunk into a corner on instinct, hoping that nobody came up to talk to me. I scanned the people; Duke James was talking to Lord Lyrason and Sir Charles. So the three of them weren’t afraid to still be seen together, despite Lord Lyrason’s crimes coming to the court’s attention. I grabbed a glass of wine from a passing waiter and took a large sip. If only Sophie was here to distract me from this all. The intense two weeks we had spent with each other, never apart, only heightened how much I missed her now. She would accompany me here this evening, but that felt like a lifetime away.

My attention moved to the other side of the room where Annabelle was talking to a group of younger nobles. Her arm was looped around Lord Venerick’s, and every now and again she would smile up at him, her bright red lips contrasting with white teeth. She was shorter and more sturdily built than Sophie and wore a dress that emphasized her wide hips and cinched in at the waist. I studied her in thought. Everything about her was different in the palace to how she’d been on the streets. Her expressions were pretty and perfect, her posture elegant and non-threatening. The emptiness about her was a sharp contrast to the stubborn, fearlessly confident girl I now knew. She was acting. Here, she was always acting. It just proved how ridiculously fake and insincere the palace truly was.

I hated this place.

Annabelle patted the arm of her betrothed, and I wondered if she had any genuine affection for him. She hadn’t mentioned him once when we’d been working together. Her father must have had some other reason to choose him, especially when Lord Lyrason had expected her to be betrothed to him.

I caught her eye, and she quickly looked away. I pursed my lips with amusement for a moment then strode up to join them, smoothing back my hair. I knew this would annoy her and almost looked forward to her glare. The younger nobles jumped back from me in surprise as I slipped between them. The conversation died.

I raised my wine glass. “Please, please, continue what you were saying. Don’t let me interrupt.”

An awkward pause replaced the lively conversation. My life always seemed full of awkward pauses. One of the young women, her eyes slightly wide and most certainly avoiding mine, said to nobody in particular, “It’s warm weather for this time of year, isn’t it.”

I inclined my head to her, all politeness. “Quite.”

Annabelle nodded, her jaw tense, but her smile never dropped. “I think it’s the lack of wind.”

A second noblewoman rested her hands on the two younger people either side of her. “I just remembered we were to speak with Lady Clara before lunch is served. Please excuse us.” She curtsied to Annabelle. “Your Highness.”

The rest curtsied or bowed leaving me alone with Annabelle and Lord Venerick. Sure enough, Annabelle glared at me while Lord Venerick shifted on his feet, his grip becoming tight and possessive of the princess. Something about the man’s features and expression reminded me of a rabbit. I reminded myself he was a friend of Duke James, which quite possibly made him my enemy.

I smiled and inclined my head politely. “Your Highness, I don’t believe you’ve properly introduced me to your betrothed?” I lifted my eyebrows. “Last time we met I was rather…preoccupied.”

Annabelle’s glare didn’t lessen, though her voice sounded polite with a subtle edge of sarcasm. “General Kasten, meet my betrothed, Lord Venerick. Venerick, this is General Kasten who is the head of our armies under my father.”

Venerick inclined his head while Annabelle mouthed, “Be nice.” I wasn’t sure why she thought I needed the reminder.

Lord Venerick cleared his throat. “Thank you for all your hard work, General. I hear you lot have been meeting all morning. It must be hard to come to an agreement over such important things. Especially with how long this war has been going on.”

I smirked. “It is when winning the war isn’t everyone’s priority.”

Annabelle gave me a warning look. Venerick frowned as if confused by my meaning. “Well, let us all hope it will be over soon, hey?”

His comment fell flat.

Annabelle turned to him with a pretty red smile. “My dear, would you mind getting me a glass of rose petal wine?”

Venerick didn’t lessen his grip on her arm but looked between us with a worried expression. I couldn’t help but grin, showing my teeth. “What do you think I’m going to do? Eat her alive?”

Annabelle spun to me and from her expression I almost expected her to stamp her foot. “Kasten!” She turned back to her betrothed. “Venerick, it’s quite all right. He’s my brother after all.”

The term caught me by surprise. I’d never expected her to use it. Venerick inclined his head to her, then me, then went to find where the servant with wine had wandered off to.

“You’re insufferable, do you know that?” she grumbled.

I scoffed. “Well, is this the appropriate way to talk to you?”

She narrowed her eyes. “I am not your spy!”

I shrugged and left her comment lingering between us, hoping it would make her add to it. She looked away and rubbed her arm.

I gave in to my impatience. “Gah. What is it, Annabelle? You must have heard something? Aren’t you suspicious about why Lord Lyrason is being left relatively unpunished by your father? He is being called important to the war effort and has been let into our meetings, yet sits in the corner saying nothing. You must know something.”

She deliberated one moment more before turning back to me, lowering her voice. “Kasten, don’t get involved with the king and Lord Lyrason’s schemes. It’s too dangerous. They’re planning a trap for you. They don’t believe the weapon you wielded was destroyed. They’re scared of you. They’re being careful and cautious but will try to corner you soon.”

I frowned and stepped closer to her making sure nobody was in earshot. “How?”

Her eyes darted back and forth. “I don’t know exactly but Father has been increasing the guard, and I heard him talking to Lord Lyrason this morning about his own soldier recruitment.” She met my eyes. “You should take Sophie and your men and return to Kasomere. Show them that you won’t be a part of any of this and live your life cut off from the world. I will take care of whatever is going on with the experiments and the halfsouls and whatever my father is planning.”

I studied her face carefully, not sure if she was eager to get rid of me so I didn’t pry or endanger her father, or genuinely concerned for my welfare. “Thank you for the warning.”

Venerick was only a dozen paces away, returning with her drink. She lowered her voice even further and spoke quickly. “They knew you would be unlikely to spill the secrets of your weapon. It’s possible they see your wife and your friend, Callum Tavoyln, as easier targets.”

Cool rage slid through my body. I nodded just as Venerick returned with three drinks. He smiled as he offered the other to me. “I forgot to ask if you wanted one too, General.”

I took it. “Thank you.” I turned back to my half sister. “You’ve certainly been kept busy with your classes. It’s nice to know you are happy.”

She smiled brightly as if her routine was all we’d been talking about. “A few classes on conversation and etiquette might benefit you also.”

Venerick’s eyes widened, though he covered his surprise by taking a sip of his wine. Clearly he hadn’t been exposed to the sharper side of Annabelle before.

I inclined my head. “Thank you for the suggestion, but I assure you I know plenty of etiquette. I just choose not to use it around people who don’t deserve it.”

Venerick cleared his throat. “The eh…eh…paintings are very atmospheric in here, don’t you think, my dear?”

Annabelle opened her mouth without taking her stern eyes off me but cut off her reply as we were joined by Stirling.

I bowed my head to acknowledge him since I was meant to be building rapport between us. He didn’t look appeased by the gesture. He turned to his sister. “I hope the general hasn’t been bothering you. He has been in quite the foul mood this morning.” He laid a hand lightly on her back as if to protect her. I guessed he didn’t know she killed halfsouls while he slept. Not that I would ever say that out loud. Annabelle already had a big enough opinion of herself.

I lifted my eyebrows and spread my hands in an expression of innocence. “This, Prince Stirling, has been me acting civilly.”

Annabelle took a deep sip of wine, and her pleasant mask dropped. “Oh, both of you, do get over yourselves. This is getting tiresome.”

Venerick gaped down at her in shocked surprise, and she replaced her sweet smile to glance at him. “Family squabbles.” She spoke as if those words explained everything.

Stirling grimaced. “Family? Really, Annabelle, you grossly exaggerate.”

“Do I?” Annabelle flashed him a venomous look. I couldn’t hold back a smirk. “I’m going to get some fresh air. Venerick, would you mind taking me to the veranda?”

I bowed to them as they left, and Stirling stepped right up to me. His expression was angry. “You can say what you want to me, but you leave my sister alone, you understand?”

I smiled back at him, keeping my body relaxed as if it didn’t consider him a threat. My reaction made him bristle, which was as satisfying as I had hoped. “Perfectly.”

I bowed again, turned my back to him, and walked back to my corner to lurk until we were summoned into the throne room to eat. If the king and Lord Lyrason were starting to subtly amass troops, it would be prudent for me to escalate my own troop placement.


ANNABELLE
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Father normally requested grand lunches in the throne room when he was frustrated or angry. Sometimes I thought it was more about reminding himself of his power than anything else. And the room was indeed grand—three stories tall with stained glass windows that danced thousands of colors across the floor. Today, there was even a quartet playing calming music on the musicians’ balcony.

The massive room made our group of about forty nobles seem small, and the sounds of chairs scraping and cutlery tinkling bounced off the walls with no carpets to muffle the sound. I wished we were dining in one of the normal galleries. This room made it hard for me to think.

I glanced at Kasten, and I could see from his scowl that he disliked this room even more than I did. I suspected he wouldn’t last long before he crept off to sulk somewhere.

Lord Venerick had requested that we sit next to Duke James at the dinner table. I agreed with a smile, even though it made me uncomfortable. I was certain the duke had known about the halfsouls all along, or why would he have kept downtown clear of the city guard on the nights they were released?

What did Venerick know? Had he helped keep the halfsouls hidden? Was he as guilty as Duke James and Father?

I nodded along to Venerick’s comments about the food without really listening before he turned his attention to Duke James. The two discussed a prisoner who was due to be tried next week for theft and murder. The extent of Venerick’s relaxed manner with the head of the city guard only increased my caution.

On the other side of me sat a young noblewoman who I had been slowly befriending to please Father. He had deemed her a good influence and likely to gain strong political connections through marriage, but right now I just wanted a moment to myself.

I concentrated on my cress soup, and my mind strayed back again and again to the conversation I had eavesdropped on between Father and Lord Lyrason. Why did they hate Kasten to the extent they wanted him dead? The man was grumpy and sour, but he’d won many battles. If he’d truly wanted to take the throne for himself, he was more than capable of doing so with the power of the starstone, yet he never had.

Father would tell me to stop worrying about all these things before they overwhelmed me and to concentrate on the work he’d given me. He would say not to take action when I only had half the picture. But my information network wasn’t giving me the other half.

I refused to believe that ignorance was a valid excuse for doing nothing.

I attempted another spoonful of soup, but my stomach roiled in response. The need to shoot something with a crossbow bolt grew. Far down the table, Kasten slunk away, his bowl already empty and a bread roll in one hand. Nobody else seemed to notice. I envied him.

Stirling approached my chair and laid a hand on my shoulder. “Mother asked for us. She’s not feeling well today. She asked if we could come after we’ve eaten as she’s feeling lonely. As if her whole retinue of ladies-in-waiting hasn’t been with her all day. We can go together. Moral support and all that.”

I nodded. “I’m not very hungry anyway.” I patted Venerick’s hand. “Excuse me.”

He stood as I did. “Of course, my dear.” He inclined his head as I left the table then went back to talking to Duke James.

Stirling followed me and sighed. “I meant after dessert, Annabelle, not right this second. But if you’re going now, I’d better go too or I’ll get called lazy.” He grabbed a plate of stuffed olives from a servant’s tray and popped one in his mouth.

I grinned at him. “You are lazy.”

He straightened up at once. “I’ve been working hard all morning in that room preparing for a war, Annabelle. And having to deal with that man...” He waved toward Kasten’s chair before realizing he had already left. Stirling sighed. “Anyway, how could you possibly call me lazy? What have you been doing all morning? Batting your eyelashes at Venerick?”

I snorted. “You’re too easy to tease, Stirling. I’ll only do it more once you’re king, you realize. Didn’t Father always say a king’s most important trait is his humility?”

Stirling scoffed. “I think he’s wrong. I think it’s putting up with annoying people. You’ve already ensured I’m well practiced in that skill.” His expression fell. “Keep away from General Kasten, Annabelle. He’s not a good man. He’s caused our father a headache all morning. He’s always been bad, but I’ve never seen him like this before. He argued against everything. The man is too paranoid to be leading our armies.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. If only he knew how reasonable Kasten’s paranoia was. “I’m quite capable of defeating anyone in that room at conversation, I assure you. And anyway, Venerick was there at my side. Kasten’s always been civil to me.” Mostly.

My mind went back to the words I’d overheard. Lord Lyrason had said he had saved Stirling. I turned back to my brother. “Apart from that time you had pneumonia when you were a child, have you ever been badly ill? Or had any nasty accidents?”

He gave me a strange look. “I’ll never understand how your mind works. I’d like to think you’d remember if I had. It took me ages to recover from my pneumonia, remember? You always teased me when I wasn’t allowed to join in the games you were playing, even though I was older. It drove me mad.” He frowned. “Why ask such a question?”

I shrugged, thinking fast. “It’s just, well, Mother has always been quick to get illnesses and is on the frail side. You were sick as a child.”

Stirling stopped and took my arm, his expression softening. “I’m fine, Annabelle. I’m never ill now. And Mother will be fine too.”

I tried to respond with a smile. Lyrason had claimed to save his life, but how? If Stirling knew this, he was doing a very good job of hiding it. Apart from that single illness when he was a child, Stirling had always been well and wasn’t the sort of person to attempt any risky activities. I couldn’t think about when it might have happened. I was missing so much information.

When we arrived outside of our mother's rooms, Stirling knocked twice and opened the door, waving me through first. I hadn’t visited Mother in the last four days, and I braced myself for a scolding. But she was all smiles.

She held out her hands to me without standing from her couch. “How is my darling daughter? Your father told me you are negotiating with the envoy from Nibawae tomorrow. I’m so proud of you. You must have been busy with preparations. Tell me all about it.”

I smiled in response, but in truth I had been so worried about what Lyrason and Father were up to, I had barely written a few ideas down for the trade route negotiations. And Father had asked that I be seen by his war council every day getting on well with Venerick so our relationship would appear positive and stable.

Mother started coughing, and I immediately went to her side. “How are you feeling?”

She patted her chest. “The physician said I’m getting fluid on my lungs. As you know, my heart isn’t beating as strongly as it could. But I’m starting some new medicine that could help.”

I gripped her hand, feeling guilty that I hadn’t seen her the last few days, even though her heart condition had been a concern for months. “Did you know, I heard that Lady Sophie Batton is very knowledgeable with medications. Maybe we could…”

Mother forced a laugh. “You couldn’t be serious, my dear. The general’s wife? I don’t want him or anyone from his household anywhere near me. He would have me poisoned if he could. If I’d had my way, he would have been banished along with his mother when I arrived here from Cerith. Your poor father lives every day regretting his own kind heart that acknowledged him as his son and let the child stay. That boy has had an unnatural amount of luck in his life.”

I frowned, distracted. “Where was she banished to? Nobody ever talks about her.”

Mother’s face became hard. “Kollenstar? I think? And you're correct, she is not the subject of polite conversation, Annabelle.”

I closed my mouth and decided not to bring it up again. I was never going to change her mind. How did Kasten survive visiting this place? No wonder he spent so much of his time in Kasomere.

“Now, tell me about you and Venerick. I hear the two of you have been spending lots of time together. Have you fallen in love? He has a kind smile. I’ve heard he can be on the boring side, but surely that’s because he’s very clever to do his job.”

I maintained my smile, eager to shut down this direction of conversation. “We’re very happy.”

Mother moved on to Stirling. I had learned at a young age that she only heard what she wanted to hear and it was only ever necessary to answer a small percentage of her questions.

Stirling sat down on her other side as Mother patted his knee. “How is the war council going? Those meetings must be hard for you. Especially with that general there. I don’t know why your father puts up with him, let alone puts him in charge of our armies. He could stab us in the back.”

Stirling gave her his own placating smile. “Don’t worry, Mother. All his orders and plans have to be approved by the king. You know this. He couldn’t turn our armies against us. His regiment is the only one that actually follows him. Well, I suppose he has two regiments to follow him now. But he has a good tactical brain. That’s why he oversees troop maneuverings as a whole.”

Her eyes narrowed at him. “Why are you both taking his side today?”

Stirling took a deep breath but didn’t let his smile fall. “We’re not, Mother. I’m just explaining why you have nothing to worry about.”

She straightened. “Nothing to worry about? I heard he used some horrible, illegal kryalcomy to threaten dear Lyrason.”

I rubbed my forehead. “He said it could only be used once. Even if that’s not true, he hasn’t used it again. If he’d wanted the crown, he could’ve taken it years ago, Mother.”

Stirling nodded quickly. “See? You have nothing to worry about.”

The queen sagged back in her seat, her face twisted in sudden misery. “You both must think me very stupid.”

Stirling and I each took her closest hand in a well-practiced motion. My brother spoke first. “Not at all, Mother. I worry about him sometimes too. But please, the physician said you should focus on resting.”

Mother sat up again. “Where is Clarence? I’ve not seen him all week.”

I shook my head. “He’s barely been at the palace the last fortnight. He spends his time with his friends playing games and hunting.”

Stirling's eyes flicked to mine as he muttered, “And you called me lazy.”

Mother folded her arms. “Well, tell him to come and see me. I can barely keep up with all his activities. He must have time in his busy social life for me.”

I suspected Clarence was actively avoiding her, as he avoided many of his responsibilities, and would continue to do so for as long as possible. Talking to Mother could be draining.

Stirling stood up. “Well, I must get back to the war council, Mother. It is my first one after all.”

I stood too. “And I need to prepare for my negotiations with the envoy.”

Mother didn’t stand but squeezed both our hands, pursing her lips. “My two hardworking, beautiful children. I’m sure you’ll both do an amazing job.”

We both inclined our heads to her before leaving. One good thing about visiting Mother was that she never seemed to care if the visits were short.

I turned to Stirling, fatigue catching up with me. I was glad that my brother was one of the few people I didn’t have to wear a fake smile for. “I’m going to my rooms to prepare for the envoy. I assume you have to go back to that noisy lunch?”

He grimaced. “Yes. Though at least Kasten isn’t there anymore.”

I elbowed him. “Don’t look so gloomy. I know full well that Sir Dejong is there along with several other close friends of yours. Go back to the throne room and relax between meetings.”

He perked up a little, saluted me as if he were a common soldier, and strode back down the hallway. I trudged back to my room, wondering if I could fit in some crossbow practice today. I wanted to release my building frustration, though I should really be focused on the envoys.

As I opened the door to my room, my maid, Hetty, rushed to greet me. “A man is waiting for you, Your Highness. I thought you would want him to remain discreet, so I invited him inside.”

I looked over her shoulder and saw Noah by the fire, wringing his cap in his hands. Hetty took a step back to let me pass.

I closed the door with mounting excitement. Finally, we could be making a move forward.

“Have you found out anything, Noah?”

He bowed. “Forgive me for not coming at my usual time. I wanted to speak to you as quickly as possible.”

His expression was nervous, not excited. My heart sank. “What is it?”

“We were looking into Mister Tyler Gregane as you asked. Apart from his studies at Ilustran University, very little is known about him. He has no recorded place of birth. No family. He inherited his workshop from a Miss Eloise Moore. We started to look into her, thinking she might be his mother, and it’s as if she never existed. The old deeds to the workshop are the only mention of that name with no other record of her anywhere else. We assumed she was also a kryalchemist since she was the previous owner of the workshop, but there’s no mention of her in the university records. We’re wondering if somebody has deliberately wiped out all mention of her.” He looked down, wringing his cap tighter in his hands.

I stepped closed, my trepidation growing. “What happened, Noah?”

“I was the one who visited the university. Most of the people who give me information have no connection to nobility or excuse to be there. I went and said it was palace business. Anyway, an intimidating man stopped me as I was leaving and told me never to look for Eloise Moore again or there would be trouble.”

I frowned. “I’m sorry that happened to you.”

He held up his hand. “There’s more.” He hunched his shoulders and looked down again. “The adolescent I asked to watch Lord Lyrason’s house has disappeared.” He met my eyes. “I think we’re in over our heads with this one, Your Highness, messing with things we shouldn’t mess with. What if they’ve killed him? I don’t think we should be asking any more questions about Gregane or Moore.”

I blinked, his words taking a moment to sink in. “Somebody’s disappeared? This boy who was working for you. You can’t find him?”

He nodded. “Nor can his family.”

My mouth dried as my horror grew at what might have happened. “What was he called?”

“Regan Jones. Sixteen years old. His father is a leatherworker near the docks.”

It felt like I was absorbing his name into my very soul.

He shifted. “I should be getting back to work. I think we should lay low for a while, Your Highness. No more questions. The people who give me information are simple but honest folk. They don’t deserve anything bad to happen to them.”

He bowed and left before I could dismiss him. I sat down, shock making my blood go cold. Could I have really just gotten somebody killed by asking them to watch a house?

I had never intended that.

I really thought I could do this. But now I wasn’t sure at all. It felt like the floor was falling out of my world.

And I was very alone.
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Iknocked on the door of Lord Lyrason’s manor house. A guard slid open the peep hole. I gave him a bright smile. “Hello. We’re here to see Mister Gregane.”

The guard narrowed his eyes. “Who are you? Do you have an appointment?”

I didn’t let my smile drop but kept my expression eager and earnest. “Tell him Sophie and Callum are here to do a trade. He’ll be interested.”

The guard looked me up and down again before letting us through the wooden gate. He hesitated when Meena trailed after Callum and me. All her weapons were concealed, but her height and build alone were intimidating. She had the confident smooth walk of a soldier. I hoped they would still let her in.

After a brief hesitation, the guard gestured to a small stone building next to the gate that only consisted of one round room. “Wait in there while I see if he’ll meet with you.” He turned, then lifted a finger. “Your names again?”

“Sophie and Callum.” Beside me, Callum flourished a bow.

He seemed confused by the lack of titles. “Eh, all right. Wait here. There’ll be a guard on the front door, so stay inside.”

I sat down on one of the sparse benches adjacent to the small fireplace. Callum stretched out his legs beside me. “If this works, I’ll eat my own freisk knife.” He suddenly sat up straight. “Hang on, that could make me immune to halfsouls.”

I snorted, mostly sure he wasn’t being serious and just trying to break the tension. But I could never be completely certain with Callum. “Of course you wouldn’t. You’d be dead. But even if you just swallowed small lumps of yadum, it is unlikely to be absorbed into your bloodstream.”

He leaned back, theatrically nodding to himself with a frown. “Ah, yes, yes.”

Meena remained by the door, watching through the window with her fingers hovering over the hilts of her concealed knives. “It's an honor to guard you, Lady Sophie, but I swear, you make my job so much harder than it needs to be.”

I gave her an apologetic smile. “I’ll make it up to you. Kasten’s always telling you not to get lazy or rusty, isn't he? Well, then it’s good to be kept on your toes.” My voice didn’t sound nearly as confident as I’d hoped.

She raised one eyebrow with a stoic expression. “I don’t think this was what he had in mind. Just don’t disappear down a hidden staircase this time. And keep your detector turned to sensitive, even if it’s overwhelming. We don’t know if there’ll be halfsouls in there.”

I nodded, the worry in her tone doing nothing to slow my heartbeat. I hoped I wasn't making the wrong choice, but I couldn’t leave Kasten to take all the risks. We needed that cure and we needed information. And it felt so good to finally be doing something useful.

Callum whistled an intricate tune in the silence until the guard came back to the door. He looked uneasy. “Mister Gregane will see you on the condition that you let guards accompany you at all times. He said he means no offense by this but hopes you understand.”

I glanced at Meena, and she nodded. Callum stood up and stretched. “Let’s get on with this then.”

I folded my hands in the skirts of my simple dress and followed the guard up the long driveway, which was flanked by tall lime trees. A cold wind was blowing despite the sunshine, and brown leaves rolled under our feet as our footsteps crunched in the silence. I missed the warmth of Kasomere. I glanced beside me, glad Callum was here. I hoped I could share some of his nonchalance in the face of danger.

I climbed the wide marble steps to the front door which was promptly opened by footmen. An ordinary-looking man stood inside wearing a simple brown suit that was slightly too big for his thin frame. His limp brown hair was slightly too long, forcing him to constantly push his fringe to one side. I assumed this was Gregane.

Callum grinned and clapped him on the shoulder as if he were an old friend and not a conductor of unspeakable crimes. “Ah, Tyler! Here we are again. Funny how fate draws us together.” I frowned. Hadn’t their last meeting ended with Callum threatening Gregane with a knife in order to get the disks linked to the haemalcomy still inside me?

The man pulled Callum’s fingers off one by one with a grimace. “It is not fate if you simply walk up to somebody's house and ask to see them.” His voice had a slight nasal inflection. He turned his small eyes on me but couldn’t maintain eye contact. “Lady Sophie. I’m glad to see you have recovered.” He only gave Meena a brief glance before he gestured to another door. “Come, let’s sit in the parlor.”

I followed. The palms of my hands were sweating so much, I wiped them in my skirts. If this next part didn’t work, we would likely be kicked out. Or worse.

“Your master is out?” Callum asked as he followed close behind the haemalchemist. Two of Lyrason’s guards brought up the rear, blocking our retreat.

“Of course. As is yours.” Gregane didn’t even glance at him as he spoke. He gestured to some wooden chairs padded with simple silk that were gathered around a low drinks table. “Sit down and tell me what this visit is about. It is most…unexpected.” He looked at us like we were complete fools. Doubt niggled.

Callum grinned and smoothed back his curls. “Well, as you know, we’re great admirers of yours.”

The man blinked slowly and pushed aside his fringe. “Admirers. Of haemalcomy. Is that what you are? Hmm?”

Callum ignored the interruption. “So I thought we could facilitate a trade of knowledge. You know things we’d like to know and vice versa.”

“So you’ve moved on from simply taking what you want from knife point, have you?” Gregane leaned back in his seat. “Do you really think I’m just going to give away Lord Lyrason’s secrets? What sort of a fool do you take me for? Does General Batton even know you’re here?”

It seemed the right time to take over. I leaned forward in my seat. “Mister Gregane, I haven’t had the chance to thank you for healing me. I’m very grateful.”

He tilted his head to one side and studied me far more closely than he had Callum or Meena. “I didn’t exactly have a choice. But the fact you survived so well is…interesting.” He folded his arms. “Now what do you want? Tell me quickly before I throw you out and tell Lord Lyrason you were snooping.” He lowered his eyebrows. “Or I could decide to just keep you here, I suppose, and get the guards to pat you down for any interesting kryalcomy.”

I held up one finger, resisting the urge to touch my detector or reserve and trying to hide my nerves. “I found traces of metal still in my blood. You’ve never had a survivor before, correct?”

Mister Gregane leaned forward slightly, and I saw I had sparked his interest. “Go on.”

“Well, we’ve confirmed I’m not infectious.” I really hoped I wasn’t blushing as I thought about kissing Kasten. “And my emotions and character traits are as before. I appear to be healthy. My body doesn’t seem to be reacting to the metal. I’m guessing it’s defeated whatever infectious agent you attached it to, leaving just the metal behind.”

Gregane didn’t confirm or deny my theory, and his expression remained neutral.

I drew in a deep breath. “Well, we wish to know what this metal is composed of. That way, we can work out how to remove it completely from my body.”

Gregane scoffed. “Knowing its component parts won’t help you. You have no experience with haemalcomy. Just because you’re a kryalchemist doesn’t mean you can do what I can do.” He ran his thumb across his lips. “And if you’re hoping to use this knowledge for your own experiments—or to create your own elixir of life—you don’t have the skills.”

I sat back, raising my hands. “That’s definitely not our intention.”

He scoffed. “You act all righteous now, but all it took was one of you on death’s door for the general’s moral compass to crack. When the people we love are threatened, there is nothing we wouldn’t do to save them. I suspect the same is true of you.”

I licked my lips, and my voice became quiet. “Who is it? Who are you saving?”

Gregane’s lips pressed into a hard line.

I swallowed and glanced at Callum who gave me a small nod. “We wish to trade knowledge or objects. We want to know how to make the metal inside me and its qualities. In return, we will tell you how to make a detector. It picks up anyone using kryalcomy on their person.” I paused to gauge his reaction. “We assume you know we have these, since you invented the collars to stop us from tracking the halfsouls.” I looked to one side and parted my hair to show the device attached to my skull as a show of good faith.

Callum and I had discussed what to offer at length. The detectors seemed like a good choice. Lord Lyrason and Gregane had already combatted their effectiveness, and if they became common knowledge, we would still have enough other secret kryalcomy to maintain our edge. When I’d asked Callum if we needed Kasten’s permission to give one away, Callum said Kasten had always been clear that his kryalcomy inventions were his alone, and he was simply grateful for the gift.

Gregane shook his head. “No, give me something more interesting. Tell me about the weapon the general wielded. I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

I shook my head with an apologetic wince. “Its power has been exhausted, I’m afraid. It was created by accident and can’t be recharged. And what little we know about its forging, we’re unwilling to share.” I tightened my hands in my skirts below the table. “Think about it. If you have the detectors, the king would be very happy for knowledge of our kryalcomy. He would give you a large reward.”

The thin man scoffed again. Then stopped with his mouth open, his eyes on the table and his hand suspended in the air. “I’ll tell you what I will trade the metal for, however.”

His eyes flicked up, shadowed by the angle, and something in his look sent a shiver down my spine. It reminded me what this man did for a living and the unspeakable things it must involve. Beside me, Meena shifted and became poised.

“I want to use you for an experiment. You’re a survivor, and I have questions about your current properties.”

Cold flooded my insides.

Callum started to stand. “I don’t think…”

I cut him off with my hand. My breaths didn’t seem to contain enough oxygen. “What sort of experiment?”

He grinned. “You just have to walk from one end of a corridor to the other.”

Callum threw his hands in the air. “Yeah, like I believe that. What is in the corridor?”

The man steepled his hands and grinned. “The Originals.”

I wasn’t sure how much longer my courage was going to hold up. I wanted to be strong for Kasten. I knew I could be strong. I had survived all that my father had thrown at me, and still never told him our secret. “What..” I took another breath and tried again. “What are the Originals?”

He danced his fingers in the air. “What do you call our creatures? Halfsouls, yes? Well, we need incubators for the modified disease to keep it alive and replicating. Obviously, these incubators need to be alive themselves to create the right environment for the disease. They’re the original halfsouls, only a bit different than the average ones we’ve released downtown. We’ve only drawn out a little bit of their vitality—enough that they’re too weak to defeat the infection and so it replicates well in their bodies—but not enough that they die. Well, most of them won’t die—we lose about twenty percent a year. They have a full dose of aggression, however. When they bite a newcomer, they infect them. We then get a disposable standard halfsoul we can experiment on for the day or two it lives.”

I looked down to hide my disgust and sorrow at the treatment of these pitiful creatures. I also avoided looking at Callum after the confirmation they were still experimenting with halfsouls. I needed Gregane to keep talking, keep allowing us to be here.

Meena stood up in suppressed rage and towered behind my chair. “Are you suggesting we let Lady Sophie be attacked by the original halfsouls? Is this some sort of sick joke?”

Callum, however, seemed intrigued. He steepled his fingers as he leaned toward Gregane. “How do you stop drawing their vitality? They must have the same metal inside them as the other halfsouls since it's attached to the infectious agent. Don’t your metal disks receive vitality from all of them at once? How can you make it specific to exclude them?”

Gregane scowled. “Why would you want to know that? I thought you weren’t interested in how to make halfsouls?”

Callum grinned and spread his hands. “I just find this whole subject fascinating.” He cleared his throat. “But why on earth do you think Sophie would walk into a corridor filled with halfsouls? You don’t think Kasten would burn this place down if she died?”

Gregane leaned back in his chair and folded his spindly arms. “Oh, don’t worry. They’re locked in cages. I just want to see how they react to her. She wouldn’t be harmed.”

Meena folded her arms and continued to loom, her displeasure radiating. It was obvious she didn’t think I should agree to this.

I blew out a concentrated breath. “All I have to do is walk up and down, past some cages?”

Gregane nodded with a wide, thin-lipped smile.

Meena’s hand rested on the back of my chair. “If Lady Sophie agrees to this, I want you to walk up and down the corridor first, so we know it's safe. Then me. Then her.”

He chuckled and shrugged. “Why not? It will help me see the contrast in their behavior. If there is any.”

I frowned. “What exactly do you expect to see?”

The corners of his lips turned down in a smug expression. “It’s best if you don’t know. I don’t want to add bias.”

Callum looked between us all, his mouth hanging open. “We’re really doing this? Really? By the kingdoms, Kasten is going to kill me.”

I swallowed. I’d been a coward my whole life. I would show them I wasn’t any longer. I would show the world I deserved to be Kasten’s wife. Getting this metal would lead to the cure that could ensure our safety and that of our people.

I stood up and hoped I looked less nervous than I felt. “I’ll do it.”

Gregane interlocked his fingers. “Excellent. I’ll take you there now.”

The haemalchemist was slightly hunched as he walked as if his body was too gangly, and he was trying to compensate. As he opened a door revealing cold stone steps going down into pitch blackness, dread filled me, growing with every step down.

Lyrason’s guards remained behind. For some reason that unnerved me more than if they’d stayed with us.

The only sounds came from our footsteps, harsh against the stone. I hated the dark now. Ever since Father had locked me in that dark room a month ago, I felt like something unspeakably horrible was lurking within. As soon as it became clear that Gregane wasn’t going to turn on a light, I fished out the small kryalcomy lantern on my belt. I was grateful when Callum and Meena did the same. My guard no longer bothered to hide her weapons and carried a freisk knife in the other hand.

My detector picked up a new whine, not the gentle drones coming from Callum and Meena, but high and uncomfortable. Then another, the whine becoming a screech. Still, we climbed down and down. Wherever we were going was buried far, far below the manor. If we were locked down here, could our detector alarm signal still be heard? Could Kasten’s pyramidal tracking device still pick up my location through all those layers of dirt and rock? I shivered again and tried to keep my breathing steady as I felt increasingly trapped.

The high-pitched screeches jarred as a third and fourth was added. How many were there?

At last, we leveled out to a small space next to a thick wooden door with an iron grate across the window. Various levers and metal rings stuck out from the plain stone wall. The flight of stairs continued going even deeper to one side, and I dreaded to think what else was down here. Gregane reached up and twisted a knob below a kryalcomy lantern that hung from the wall. It flared to life, blue light giving everything a silvery hue. Answering shrieks came from the other side of the door.

“This is what we call The Nursery. The Originals are contained within. I will walk from one end of the corridor to the other to demonstrate what I want you to do. Then you can.” He waved his hand dismissively toward Meena. “And then you.” He smiled and inclined his head at me. “Afterward, I will give you a decent sample of the metal in your blood. I will even include a simple ingredients list if you wish. You can then perform whatever kryalcomy you wish to remove it from your body.”

I breathed in through my nose, the air damp and stale, and nodded. Gregane took out a key and unlocked the thick door.
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The hinges screeched as the door opened, and a cacophony of shrieks and rattles and scrapes tore through the air in response. The smell of urine and feces accosted my nostrils. It felt like the gaping darkness beyond was filled with injured dangerous wild animals.

Gregane didn’t seem at all ruffled by the noise and reached out to turn on a series of kryalcomy lights. They were small and evenly placed along the ceiling. Their faint blue light highlighted eight cells, four on each side of the corridor. The inward walls were purely thick bars, and those closest to us rattled as skeletal hands tried to reach through or wrench the bars apart. Three of the cells were strangely silent.

My heart went out to the people these creatures had once been. I had once been locked in the dark too, and I had once been a halfsoul. How was it fair that I’d been the only one saved from their fate?

Gregane walked slowly down the center. Every time he passed a cell, the occupant threw itself at the bars with an inhuman shriek, desperately scrambling to grab him. I’d heard the halfsouls described a few times, but my memories of them from the night I was attacked were hazy. I had been too overwhelmed and weakened from my injuries to truly take them in. I squinted into the dark, waiting for my eyes to adjust. Even though the creatures’ features weren’t clear in the gloom, their ferocity and energy were startling. The three last cells remained silent as Gregane reached them, and I could only guess their occupants were unconscious or dead.

Gregane walked back to us at a leisurely pace. He pointed to Meena. “Now your turn. Nice and slow, please. And don’t you dare harm them.”

Meena curled her lip in disgust before she walked up and down the corridor. Again, the halfsouls did everything they could to reach her with angular fingers and broken nails. She didn’t flinch. I wished I was as calm and brave as her, though I supposed she’d fought the halfsouls many times in the past.

She met my eyes as she returned through the door. “You don’t have to do this, my lady.”

I clenched my fists. “I do.”

It was just a short walk in return for what we needed. I’d always wondered what the halfsouls looked like. This was a chance to show I really could be brave and belonged at Kasten’s side. I would show everyone that I was worthy of him.

Gregane held out his hand. “Just give them a moment to settle down.” I wondered if that was even possible. The noise lessened by a barely perceptible amount. “Now. Go nice and slow.”

I held my breath and stepped through the doorway. The sound didn’t escalate like they had when Gregane or Meena had stepped through. I took one step. Then another. Nothing threw itself at the bars. I gazed into the shadows and made out a hunched figure crouching on the floor in strips of cloth that could barely be called rags. It was gnawing at one of the bars with broken teeth and occasionally gave out an animalistic cry of frustration. It completely ignored me. Did it assume from my build and mannerisms that I wasn’t a threat? But that made no sense. They were aggressive toward everyone and attacked without fear.

I stepped farther in. Again, nothing shook the bars. The next halfsoul was fixated on the open door behind me as if waiting for somebody else to come through. The next one paced back and forth like a caged lion. I stepped closer, causing Meena to shout a warning. Nothing tried to grab me, but they reacted to her voice, running to the front of their cages and craning to see her, snarls on their faces.

“Interesting.” Mister Gregane’s voice was an eerie whisper. “They still see you as one of them. I’ve always found it interesting that they don’t attack one another. But I suppose that would be detrimental to the spread of the disease.”

Feeling slightly calmer, I reached the silent cells at the end of the corridor and turned around. One had an unmoving body in its center. The other two were empty. Had they even been occupied? Or was that where they put their new halfsouls while they turned?

My hatred of this place intensified, and I just wanted to get out. These poor, poor people. So many people.

I started back for the open door where Meena and Callum waited with wide eyes. Hinges squealed, and before I could register what was happening, the door clanged shut. Panic flooded my body. I ran as if in slow motion, barely making out alarmed shouts from behind the thick door. My body slammed against the wood, and I tried to find a handle, but there wasn’t one. The door was wedged shut. There was no way to open it from the inside.

Gregane’s face appeared through the tiny grid. “Don’t worry. Don’t worry. I just wanted to try one more thing, just to make sure.”

Where were Meena and Callum? Why hadn’t they stopped him? And why weren’t they opening the door? I raked at the wood with my nails, trying to gain purchase. My fingers couldn’t fit through the grid. I was trapped and alone again. Only this time, I was with those monsters.

I heard a long, low grating sound, and I turned around in horror as the barred gates of the cells slowly lifted into the ceiling. I felt under my skirt and unsheathed my freisk knife. Meena had told me the knives weren’t as effective against halfsouls as Kollenstar soulless, but it was all I had.

Where were Meena and Callum?

The first halfsoul rushed out from under the rising gate. It had a collar around its neck, which was attached to a chain that clinked behind it. It screeched and jumped around in excitement, its bony limbs bleached white by the dim blue kryalcomy lights.

Then a second came out, rapid, broken and jerky. And a third, staying low to the ground like a shadow.

I pressed myself against the door and didn’t move. I barely even breathed. My heart beat so hard it sounded erratic in my chest.

Gregane’s voice behind me was laced with pleasure. The twisted man was enjoying this. “Go on. Why not walk around? This won’t take long.”

I didn’t move. I was frozen to the spot, watching these strange creatures check every inch of the space for a way to escape. When they approached the door, I slid away to the corner. One clawed at the grid in the door window and squealed in delight when it saw Gregane. It scrambled and clattered, trying to get him.

I edged further away. The creatures still ignored me. One of the weak kryalcomy lights flickered overhead. Tears streamed down my cheeks. I struggled not to hyperventilate, trapped in my worst nightmare. How long until they realized I was no longer a halfsoul?

Behind me, Gregane laughed, a breathy, disbelieving sound of delight.

One brushed past me, its legs flicking my skirt. I started to count in my head, desperate for something else to concentrate on, anything that would ground me.

You are strong, Sophie. You are strong, you are strong, you are strong.

They weren’t attacking me. I could survive this. I straightened and made myself still, waiting for Gregane to be satisfied.

A high pitched squeal of metal on metal jarred in my ears, and the chains attached to the halfsouls’ collars suddenly jerked taut and started to retract. With enraged screeches, they were dragged back into their cells and the doors of bars lowered back down from their slits in the ceiling.

I was alone again. I collapsed to my knees on the filthy floor, panting. Gregane’s disembodied chuckle still echoed around me.

The wooden door opened on its rusty hinges, revealing the brighter kryalcomy lamp on the other side. I scrambled to my feet and ran for it, no longer caring about appearances. I never wanted to go to a dark underground place again. I needed fresh air and space so desperately, my limbs trembled.

As I rushed through the doorway, Gregane grabbed my arm and held me still. I realized, almost too late, that half the floor was missing between the door and the stairs. The man let go of me and closed and locked the door behind us. “I do apologize for the lack of warning before I released them. I just wanted to make sure my results were accurate. I’m sure you understand the need for robust experiments.”

I couldn’t reply. My mouth didn’t work, and my throat was constricted. My knees still felt weak, and I pressed on my necklace to draw some of the strength from my reserve. When I trusted my legs to hold me, I leaned over the drop that had once been the rest of the floor. Two stories below, Callum and Meena were standing on a mound of something like hay. If it weren’t for their tiny blue lanterns, they would have been invisible. Meena was attempting to climb the wall when she saw me, her lantern held in her teeth.

Her eyes widened. “Lady Sophie! Are you all right?”

I nodded and waved weakly, still not trusting myself to speak.

Gregane leaned over beside me. “Sorry, I needed to make sure you wouldn’t interfere or kill me. She’s quite safe. I’ll open your door so you can come back up.”

He pulled one lever, and Callum and Meena ran out of view with panicked movements. Gregane pulled a second and the floor slid back from its slot in the wall.

He sighed. “These measures have all been put in place in case the halfsouls escape. I had always hoped they would come in handy one day after all the effort to install them. They’re quite fun, don’t you think? Maybe I should have guests more often.” He grinned. “Now let’s go back to the parlor, and I’ll give you your metal.” He looked up and down my soiled, stinking dress. “You might want to get cleaned up before you have to walk through the streets though. You look a state. Whatever did you kneel in all that filth for?” He shook his head with a scoff as if he couldn’t believe I had been so stupid.

The old feeling of smallness crept in around my consciousness, and I fought back. No, I had been brave. I wasn't what this man decided I was. I had been through a battle, and I had been victorious. Now I would gain my reward.

I should be proud of myself.

Gregane started back up the staircase as Meena and Callum appeared, not even panting from running up the stairs. In one smooth motion, Meena picked up Gregane and slammed him into the wall. She held him by the lapels of his shirt with one hand and pressed a knife to his throat with the other.

“What was that!” she hissed in his face.

Gregane squirmed in discomfort and ignored my guard’s question, speaking to me over her shoulder instead. “Do you want your metal or not?”

I reached out to my guard’s back, not wanting her to undo what we’d been fighting for. “Meena, stop.”

Callum took my other arm, pulling me back and searching me for injuries. “Did they attack you or continue to ignore you? Did you get bitten?” His voice had more than an edge of panic.

“I’m fine,” I managed. I cleared my voice so I would sound more assertive and straightened my back to show I was in control of myself.

Meena slammed Gregane against the wall again. “If you ever, ever put her in danger again, I will cut you up into little pieces and throw you to your halfsouls. I’ll start with your toes so you can watch yourself get smaller and smaller.”

“Meena, stop!” I yanked on my guard’s arm with the last of my strength. She released Gregane who crumbled to the floor, rubbing his neck.

He scowled. “And here I was thinking we had reached a civil agreement.”

Meena sheathed her knife. “Don’t think you didn’t deserve that. You said she simply had to walk up and down a corridor.”

His dirty glare didn’t lessen. “She did.”

Meena gestured to the stairs, her rage still plain on her face and in the energy behind her actions. I had a feeling she’d give me a lecture later about taking risks, but all my concerns other than getting the metal and getting out of here felt far away. “Callum can go up first, then Lady Sophie, then you. I’ll bring up the rear. I won’t trust you again.”

Gregane blinked rapidly with half open eyes and sighed as if barely tolerating her theatrics. I followed Meena’s plan, my heartbeat far from calm. My hands still shook and my throat hadn’t loosened, but as I brought them under control, the expected dread and horror were not waiting for me. Instead, I began to feel warmed by triumph.

See, you’re not weak, Sophie. You are strong. You faced your fears and your weaknesses, and you overcame them.

I drew on more strength from my reserve as I continued up the stairs. I wasn’t sure what I would have done without it. My legs felt as if they had run ten miles, not just walked up and down one corridor.

When I reached the top, most of the tension left my body, and I sat down in the nearest chair. Sunlight streamed through the windows, making it seem as if that dark, terrible place below us didn’t exist anymore.

The guards were still there, lingering at the door.

Meena thoroughly scouted the room as if expecting more unpleasant surprises. “We should leave.”

I faced Gregane as he emerged from the staircase, confident there’d be no tremor in my voice. “I would like the metal now, Mister Gregane. As per our agreement.”

He scowled at Meena, who was still giving him a murderous glare, and took his time going to a neighboring room to unlock a cupboard before taking a plain wooden box from the top shelf. He unlocked the box and took out a silk pouch. He handed it to Callum who shook out its contents: a small lump of black metallic rock.

Callum rotated it in the light of the window before rolling it over his palm and back into the bag. “And a list of its components?”

Gregane held up a finger and found an ink pen and paper. He scrawled a list and handed it over. “That’s everything. And that’s all I’m willing to tell you.”

Callum frowned over the list of words. I moved to peer over his shoulder. It seemed to just be a list of substances with only a few clues as to the amount. He looked back at Gregane. “What’s haemoferros?”

Gregane shrugged with a smug half-smile. “I told you before, if you don’t know haemalcomy, you won’t be able to make this.”

Callum just shrugged back and seemed satisfied. “Good thing we’re not making it then.” He threw the silk pouch into the air and caught it again as if we hadn’t just risked our lives for it. “Well, as pleasant as this visit has been, it’s time for us to go.”

I wondered if anything could ever dampen his cheerfulness.

Meena agreed and rested a hand softly on my arm as I stood, steering me to the front door. The footmen opened it to reveal Lord Lyrason climbing the wide marble steps.

We stopped in shock, as did Lord Lyrason. He looked up and down each of us in turn, his expression becoming stern. “What, by all the kingdoms, are you three doing at my house?”

My sense of victory vanished.

This had not been part of the plan.


KASTEN
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Lunch in the throne room hadn’t been tolerable. Everyone’s voices had competed over each other in the wide echoing space. Lord Lyrason hadn’t lasted long either, and I saw his quiet departure after finishing his soup as the perfect chance to also excuse myself.

I admitted myself to one of the small empty side rooms and sat writing up the plans the king had requested for troop maneuverings along with individual orders. I was glad to have the excuse for some peace and quiet and, finally, make good use of my precious time. If I had to be apart from Sophie, I wanted it to be for a good reason, not for some useless drunken lunch in the throne room that was somehow meant to help the various members of the court conduct their business.

I signed off the orders to the first regiment and started on the second. A knock on the door made me glance up with a frown, ready to chase away any intruder. I was surprised to see Lord Venerick standing there alone.

I leaned back in my chair, softening my expression. I didn’t want to push Annabelle away, even if I wasn’t yet sure whether I liked this man or not. “I’m just preparing some paperwork that the king ordered. Can I help you?”

He glanced behind him down the corridor, seeming uncertain of himself. “Forgive my interruption, General. I don’t think anyone was sent to tell you, but I thought you should know.”

I straightened, becoming alert. “What’s happened?”

He clasped his hands together. “Lord Lyrason just returned to the palace with your wife and Callum Tavolyn. He’s taking them straight to the king. I understand they’ve had some sort of altercation.”

His words seemed to slow time as my brain struggled to register them. Sophie and Callum were here with Lord Lyrason, and he was taking them to the king? A trickle of panic threatened to turn into a torrent and drown my lungs. I didn’t want Lyrason anywhere near her.

She was in danger, and I wasn’t with her. I had promised to never let her life be at risk again.

I stood and knocked over the chair in my hurry. I nodded my thanks as I squeezed past Lord Venerick, and ran to the king’s office where he held most of his small personal meetings. The worst scenarios played over and over in my mind. The quiet hum of power in my blood intensified in response to my emotions.

Please let her be all right.

I let out a breath when I found Sophie standing in the corridor, looking at the closed double doors of the office. Some of the tension left my body, but I remained alert, taking in as much of the situation as I could. Sophie’s arms hung loosely at her sides, and she had an unusual stillness about her. Flanking her a step behind were Callum and Meena. All three looked calm and uninjured, though Sophie was wearing a dark blue dress I didn’t recognize and that seemed too long in the sleeves and skirts. She normally preferred pale colors. I would have bet anything that it didn’t belong to her. Her hair was hurriedly knotted at the back of her head instead of worn up in one of her normal, more intricate hairstyles. Royal guards stood on either side of the doorway, and both seemed tense.

What was going on?

I strode up to Sophie and took her hand. Her large eyes looked up, caught by surprise, as I started to speak. “Sophie, are you hurt? What happened? What did he do to you?” I realized my other hand was gripping my sword hilt and removed it before the guards could become concerned.

She smiled up at me in relief, though I saw lines of stress in the corners of her eyes. She squeezed my hands and looked like she wanted to collapse into me but retained her formal pose. “We’re fine.” Her expression hardened. “Lord Lyrason is completely overreacting.”

Callum relaxed, leaning against the wall as if he didn’t have a care in the world. “Hey, what about me? Aren’t you going to ask if I’m hurt too?”

I ignored him and looked up and down the corridor, the tension not leaving my body. “Why are you waiting here? What happened?”

Sophie nodded toward the closed door. “Lord Lyrason wanted to speak to the king first and without us. No doubt he wants to get his side of the story over to the king. All he did was find us leaving his house.”

My heart stumbled. “What? What were you three doing in his house?”

She squeezed my hands again. She had a soft smile on her face, the one that calmed the deepest parts of me. “I’ll explain later, but we paid Mister Gregane a visit, got what we went for, and found even more information about the halfsouls.”

Callum took half a step closer. “We had a much needed conversation with Mister Gregane, but as Sophie says, it will best be explained later.”

I glanced at the door and licked my lips, my nerves only heightening. I faced both Sophie and Callum and guided them away from the door. I spoke too quietly for the guards to hear. “It’s risky for you to be here. Annabelle said they’re setting a trap, and I’m not sure what it is yet. I don’t want you caught in it with me or to make it easier for them by all of us being together in their clutches.” I looked at the closed double doors. “The king can’t be trusted. Who knows what he and Lord Lyrason are plotting to say to you right now.”

Sophie squeezed my hands again. She looked so small, yet so bright. “We’re all right, Kasten. And I have a plan to handle this.”

I looked at her, bewildered. Sophie had changed so much since being imprisoned by her father and bitten by the halfsoul.

“I’ll come in with you, even though I don’t understand what happened. I can help us make a quick getaway if things go badly.”

She shook her head, freeing one of her hands and placing it on my chest. “It will be easier if you wait outside.”

I almost gaped at her, but she was no longer watching my face.

She looked back down the corridor. “Get Annabelle. I heard a faint noise on my detector coming from the room next door. That could be her, couldn’t it? Using the listening device you gave her?”

I cursed and lifted my hand to above my right ear, twisting the dial to turn it to sensitive. “I’ve had my detector turned to low while I’ve been at the palace to save the kryalcomy. I didn’t even consider using it to track her.” Since I knew no halfsouls would be in the palace, I had dismissed its use.

But why would Sophie want Annabelle? The two had never met. Not while Sophie was conscious, anyway. But I had explained what Annabelle was like and our conversations in detail, knowing Sophie often noticed things I missed. The plan was for Sophie to befriend her at the evening gatherings, but we had missed the one last night.

The king’s voice sounded through the wood. “Lady Sophie and Mister Tavolyn, you may enter.”

She squeezed my hand one last time before releasing it, her fingers sliding out from between mine. “Ask Annabelle to walk into the office as if by accident.”

I shifted, still uneasy. “All right. I’ll be right here. I can get us out if need be. Just sound an alarm on your detector.”

She nodded and rose on tiptoes to kiss my cheek. She was so sweet, so innocent. Why had I dragged her into this infuriating and dangerous game? She winked at me as Callum opened the door. She turned and walked in with her head held high despite not being dressed as well as the average noble lady who was meeting the king. I could see she was nervous, though, no matter what she said. She always gripped her skirts when she was nervous.

Once the door closed, I strode to the room beside the king’s, following the faintest whine on my detector. Sure enough, Annabelle was sitting, crammed between two chairs in a crumple of skirts. She startled and let out a strangled squeak when she saw me.

I knelt down before her. “Are you listening to the king and Lord Lyrason?”

She glanced at the closed door behind me before standing up and smoothing down her skirts as if I had never caught her on the floor. “Yes. My maid told me as soon as they entered the palace. Sophie, Callum, and Meena have just gone into Father’s office.” She lifted her eyes to mine with caution. “Lord Lyrason is angry, but I don’t think he’s very prepared. He acted on impulse and anger. My father sounds amused and impatient so he should dismiss this, but I know they’re conspiring to remove you…”

I nodded. “I have a favor to ask. Sophie asked for you to walk into the room as if by accident.”

Her eyebrows raised. “Me? Whatever for?” She placed her hands on her hips. “I may be the king’s daughter, but I don’t normally barge in unannounced. Also I am yet to make Sophie’s acquaintance. As I’m sure you can remember, she was unconscious when I helped Dame Meena get her to your house in Highfair.”

Nerves and stress made my words clipped and hard. “Please, Annabelle. She asked for this before going in. Please.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “Ah, fine. But you will owe me a favor in return. A big one. Father and I are already not on our usual good terms.”

I bowed in thanks. “I will grant you a favor. I will grant you several. Thank you.”

She pressed her lips together in a thoughtful but long-suffering expression that made me wonder how exactly she saw me. It was almost the expression a teacher would give a naughty but bright student who was causing mischief.

A sudden light dawned in her eyes. “The first way you can repay me is by finding out what happened to Regan Jones. He’s a sixteen year old who was watching Lord Lyrason’s house. His father is a leatherworker near the docks. He disappeared this morning, I think.”

I raised my eyebrows in alarm. “You had a child spying on Lord Lyrason?”

She hunched her shoulders. “I have an information network. They simply ask the people who loiter around these places what they have seen or heard.”

I scoffed. “You think the son of a leatherworker would naturally be loitering around in…never mind. I’ll do what I can to find him. Now please, go and help Sophie.”

I would bet anything that Regan Jones was dead or had been turned into a halfsoul if he was a nobody and Lord Lyrason had caught him. The thought only made me more anxious about what was about to happen to Sophie and Callum.

Annabelle turned to go, and I raised my hand. “Let me borrow the earpiece. I’ll give it back after. I need to know what’s going on, in case I need to rescue her…and you, I suppose.”

She hesitated and took it out of her ear before laying it in my palm. She didn’t release it. “If you come in to rescue her, don’t hurt my father. Our Father. And there is no situation where I’d need rescuing.”

Frustration bubbled, but I nodded.

I fitted the earpiece as she left the room. For a moment the sounds were jarring and discordant. Then I made out the king’s voice and managed to orient myself.

“What were you doing at Lord Lyrason’s manor without his knowledge and while you knew he was absent?”

I pressed my hand over my ear, even though it made no difference to the quality. Sophie’s bright voice was clear and animated. Her confidence made me smile, despite the seriousness of the situation.

“Your Majesty, I am so sorry to have caused you trouble. And you too, Lord Lyrason.” There was a pause, and I really hoped she wasn’t bowing to them. “As you know, I was bitten by one of Lord Lyrason’s creatures and very ill not so long ago. We thought I was completely healed, but then found traces of a strange metal in my blood. Naturally, we went straight to Mister Gregane to see if he knew how to remove it. I was startled and unnerved by the discovery, so we went in a hurry. We didn’t think to call ahead and had no idea Lord Lyrason would be so offended by a visit to his house. He’d previously told General Kasten that he would do everything needed for my healing.”

I ran my fingers around the hilt of my sword at the resulting silence. Sophie presented as the most innocent person I had ever met, and she now played that card well.

The king’s voice sounded tired. “Did you find the answer to your problem?”

“Oh, Mister Gregane was very helpful. We don’t know how to remove it yet, but he helped assure us that I’m no longer infectious and told us some of the qualities of the metal, although I didn’t really understand it.”

I groaned. I understood why she was doing this, but I hated it when she hid her brilliant brain.

Lord Lyrason’s voice followed quickly. “I don’t think that this…”

He was broken off by the sound of the door opening. Annabelle sounded surprised. “Oh, I am so sorry. I was under the impression my father was alone.” A pause. “How lovely to see you, Sophie.”

I made out the sound of movement and the sharp whisper of silk skirts brushing against something hard. “Annabelle! I had so hoped to bump into you here. It is good to see you.” From her tone of voice, you would have thought them the closest of friends.

Was this all part of Sophie’s plan to befriend Annabelle and gain her trust? If so, it seemed very bold, especially for Sophie. But so was the fact she’d been found in Lord Lyrason’s house.

The king’s voice became more engaged, with an edge of wariness. “I was not aware you two were closely acquainted.”

Annabelle replied first. “Oh, we have only become friends recently, after the horrific incident where she was bitten. It was lovely she could come to Adenburg with the general. She has been giving me ideas about how to host the Nibawae ambassadors.”

I blew out a breath. Annabelle was brilliant at this, playing along without missing a beat. I was in her debt.

Again, the skirts rustled. “I was just telling the king that even though we thought I was better, I still have traces of a strange metal in my blood. We only found out today. We went straight to Mister Gregane to ask him to remove it, since he was the one treating me, and it has all turned into a terrible misunderstanding. Lord Lyrason thinks we were snooping when we were with Mister Gregane the entire time. There were even guards in the room with us.”

I heard a gasp, and Annabelle’s voice became worried. “Oh, Lyrason, you need to help her. I understand that things between you and General Kasten aren’t good, but this is Sophie. She is a saint. You will give her everything she needs to make a full recovery, won’t you? I’m still upset at how badly she was hurt, though I understand it was an accident.”

Another silence. I could hear my heart thumping. Was Annabelle laying this on a little too thick? Callum was, thankfully, remaining silent.

Lord Lyrason sounded resigned. He knew he had lost. “Of course, sweet Annabelle. It has not been my intention to withhold anything Lady Sophie needs to get better. I just hope she calls ahead next time so I could also be there.”

The king gave a sharp sigh. “Why on earth has this matter been brought to me? I don’t need to be contacted about somebody not calling ahead when they make a visit. There was no break in. Nothing was stolen. Stop wasting my time, Lord Lyrason. Lady Sophie, you and your companions may go. Annabelle, you are dismissed as well. And do remember to knock next time. Your behavior has been increasingly disappointing recently. Lord Lyrason, stay.”

I exhaled as I heard footsteps, and then the door opened and closed. They had done it. I itched to run to Sophie and kiss her forehead and tell her she had been fantastic and ask what on earth they had been up to, but instead I listened on through the earpiece.

The king spoke first, his voice a mixture of fury and distaste. “What was that, Lyrason?”

The footsteps sounded agitated. “They were up to something. You don’t believe Lady Sophie gave you the whole picture, do you? The general put her up to something. I thought if we brought them here, it would give us a good opportunity to investigate them further. You could have ordered their house searched. Or their persons. I would bet anything, they have illegal kryalcomy on them right now. The more we discredit them and keep them on the back foot, the easier it will be to arrest them all and find Kasten’s weapon. He’s too powerful to arrest directly, but arrest his friends, and he will tell you what you want to hear.”

A hand slapped wood. “Gah! You acted in spontaneous anger with no thought or evidence. We have no idea of the limits of what Kasten wields. We need to be careful and only act when we’re certain we have the upper hand. Anyway, it seems Annabelle is friends with Sophie. We’re limited in what we can do in front of her.”

“Hmm. I didn’t know that. She acts friendly with General Kasten as well, so I suppose it makes sense that they’ve met. You should have better control over your daughter.”

A heavy sigh. “Annabelle already knows more than I wished her to. I’ve told her to stay away from Kasten, but I didn’t mention Sophie. By all reports, Lady Sophie is submissive and sweet. She has high etiquette and has been trained not to interfere. Annabelle has few friends. Sir Halfield’s methods to get information on Kasten from her were blunt and clumsy. You never know, Sophie may spill valuable information to Annabelle if they become better friends. And when Kasten is finally gone, it could be useful to keep her around. She may help you run Kasomere.”

I winced. I wished I knew Annabelle better so I could better assess how much of a risk it was to work together.

Lord Lyrason almost growled. “Your softness toward your daughter is clouding your judgment.”

“Hmm. Perhaps.”

His admission didn’t seem to appease Lord Lyrason. “It would have been better to exploit today as much as possible, Your Majesty.”

“You don’t need to repeat yourself, Lyrason. I got your point. But the palace is my area. Now keep subtly recruiting to your guard and ensure they’re all adequately trained. As for your…experiments, make sure they stay undetected. We’re so close now to everything we’ve dreamed of. I’ll be the king who conquered Kollenstar. Happiness is so close. We shouldn’t let Kasten distract us any more than necessary. We’re not ready to challenge him yet. Not until it is finished.”

“As you say, Your Majesty.” Lyrason’s voice was clipped.

The door shut with a little more force than necessary.

Well, that sounded ominous. I removed the earpiece. Sophie was safe. For now. But this had been too close.

At least, Annabelle would have to spend time with Sophie now or be seen as a liar by her father. That had been a smart move on Sophie’s part and would speed things up considerably since we wouldn’t have to rely on gentle introductions at the evening parties. Sophie could determine whether Annabelle would work with us or not. Together, we could stop Lord Lyrason and the king and their twisted experiments faster and ensure a smooth succession. Annabelle could stop a civil war before it even began.

Sophie had been incredibly proactive these past two days while I had merely been doing damage control for the next campaign. I didn’t deserve her.

I walked back to the room where I’d been writing the campaign orders and intended to finish them as quickly as possible so I could return home and talk to Sophie and Callum. If I rushed to Sophie and Annabelle now as if there had been an emergency, it might destroy the veneer Sophie had created, not to mention this opportunity for them to forge a friendship.

As I settled back down, I remembered Venerick’s helpful message. I was in his debt too.

It took me an hour before I walked back toward the king’s office to deliver the orders. On the way I heard a faint keening on my detector. It was so quiet, I would have missed it if I hadn’t been concentrating. It sounded exactly like the faint sound I’d heard in the king’s office at his party. The king, Stirling, and Annabelle had all been present. Which of them had been using kryalcomy? Had it been linked to the object on his desk?

I followed the faint sound to an unmarked, closed door and opened it softly, hoping I wasn't about to bump into Lord Lyrason. The room was brightly lit and full of bubbling laughter. A group of young nobles lounged on sofas drinking around Stirling. He saw me approach and startled before standing up. The sound was definitely coming from him.

What kryalcomy was he using? And why was it so faint as to be easily drowned out and ignored?

Questions pressed against my mind, but Stirling’s frown warned me to concentrate on them later. He strode up to me. “What is it?”

I thought quickly and gestured to the papers. “I’m about to hand my orders to the king for our advance into Kollenstar. I wondered if you’d want to accompany me and look them over with us. I know you want to be more involved, and it might help you take over from him one day.”

Stirling was clearly taken aback. His expression softened, though it wasn’t entirely trusting. “Em, fine. Yes, I’ll come.”

He held up a hand to his friends before accompanying me to the office. The whole time, the small drone on my detector stayed steady.


ANNABELLE
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Kasten’s wife was the perfect distraction from my fear about what had happened to Regan Jones.

Sophie sat in my private dining room sipping tea out of my finest china cups. She wasn’t at all how I’d expected Kasten’s wife to be. She was pretty in a fragile, innocent way. Her movements were careful and quiet as if she didn’t want to draw any attention to herself. At the same time she had a confident self-assurance even though she easily startled. A bright intelligence gleamed in her large blue eyes, hidden behind her humble nature. I knew that Kasten was devoted to her and wondered what she made of her grumpy husband who was always causing trouble. They made an unusual coupling. By all accounts, they hadn’t even been properly acquainted before their wedding day. Whilst arranged marriages were common amongst nobility, it was normal to meet your betrothed regularly in the months leading up to the wedding.

My door was locked, and we sat next to the window at the farthest end of the room. I had searched the place many, many times for one of Lyrason’s listening devices and had never found one. Sophie’s rather impressive guard stood outside with my guard. They would knock if anyone approached.

I didn’t want to be interrupted, not when this conversation might tell me a lot. I desperately needed to know what was going on when my own information network was failing.

I sipped my raspberry tea. “So what were you really doing at Lord Lyrason’s manor?”

She smiled politely. “I spoke the truth, just not all of it. We were after a cure for the halfsouls.”

I leaned forward, intrigued and surprised she was talking so straightforwardly to me. She did know I wasn’t necessarily on their side, didn’t she? “A cure?”

She nodded and explained in her soft yet clear voice about her visit, Gregane, and her run-in with the Originals.

I was left gaping. “That all just happened? Just now? By the kingdoms, are you all right?”

She half smiled. “Yes and no.” She shrugged weakly, and her smile turned sad. “When I close my eyes I still see them trapped down there. Those poor pitiful things chained in the dark. It makes me want to free them.”

I shifted, uneasy in my seat. Lyrason and Father…I still struggled to believe it. I moved on before I became too lost in thought.

“But that means the haemalcomy experiments are still going on.” I shook my head as I considered the horrors of that reality. “Why do you want to find a cure? And why would you risk so much for the mere chance of one?”

She met my eyes with a firm impression, and I suspected I wasn’t going to like her answer. “What do you think Lord Lyrason intends to do with the halfsouls? They’re still being made. What if another of us is bitten? We must find out their purpose and have a way to cure anyone who is bitten.” She looked down, almost apologetically. “We’re also after any evidence that the king and Lord Lyrason are working together on the halfsouls. If the king is involved, it makes all of this much harder to stop.”

I flexed my fingers on my teacup, looking away. “They are. Though I think the truth is worse. I think my father is the one behind everything. I overheard them discussing it. Lord Lyrason said he’d been following my father’s orders for years and was cross that Father hadn’t defended him against Kasten. It made sense in the context that he was referring to the halfsouls.” The moisture in my mouth dried up. I had finally admitted the truth, and it felt as if I were only just realizing it myself. I continued in a hoarse voice, though I knew I should probably stop before I said too much. “I fear that my father was directly ordering these experiments. He’s even more to blame than Lyrason.”

Sophie was leaning forward, drinking in every word I spoke. “Do you have proof? Proof we could potentially display to the law courts?”

I sighed and shook my head. “No, just what I overheard through illegal kryalcomy.”

I doubted Father would ever let the courts receive evidence of his involvements with halfsouls. Not unless it was done with enormous social pressure. Venerick might know a way, but I didn’t want to involve him in this unless I had to. I couldn’t predict his loyalties, and I didn’t want to put him in such a difficult position when we still barely knew each other.

Sophie’s forehead crinkled in puzzlement. “But I don’t understand why. Why would the king order something like that?”

I took a sip of my tea, still debating what to say. What I decided to tell Sophie would have significant consequences that I couldn’t take back. Still, it felt good to share my worries with somebody else, somebody who wasn’t telling me to ignore everything and pretend, always pretend. I was so confused, and I hated not knowing what to do. I didn’t meet Sophie’s eyes. “They are trying to keep somebody healthy, I think. Potentially more than one person.”

Sophie inclined her head. “We guessed that too. But if it’s just one or two people, why do they need so many halfsouls? Why have they been experimenting downtown with getting it to spread through bites?”

I shifted and sipped my tea again. This was the question I had been avoiding asking myself. I looked up to Sophie and saw no judgment in her eyes. I was grateful for that. “I don’t know,” I admitted quietly. “But Sophie, I really want you to believe me that Father is a good man. He wouldn’t do anything bad unless he had a good reason. He’s thoughtful and kind in so many ways and cares about his people. He’s a good father. He even personally taught me to fence.”

To my surprise, Sophie’s eyes crinkled in sympathy. She reached out and took my hand. All at once I was crying. It was stupid. I hadn’t even realized I was at risk of breaking down. Somehow Sophie’s empathetic touch made me realize how much I had been bottling up.

She handed me a handkerchief embroidered with yellow flowers. “He’s certainly a better Father to you than mine was to me. Mine never hid the fact he would destroy anyone to gain money, power, or stability. I still used to think he was a great man. It took me a long time to realize he is quite the opposite.”

I dabbed my eyes and shook my head. “But I really don’t believe my father is the villain.”

When Sophie only gave me a sympathetic look, I shook my head, determined to convince her. “I think he did it to save Stirling. And maybe help my mother too.”

Sophie straightened. “What do you mean?”

I put down my tea cup and twisted her handkerchief between my fingers. Now that I had told her, I might as well share everything. “When Stirling was five, he caught pneumonia. He was very ill. I remember the physician saying he might not make it, although I was only four at the time.” I frowned at the hazy memory, still trying to piece bits together as I spoke. “He got better very slowly, and he was still weak. He wasn’t allowed to exercise or exert himself in any way. I was forever reminded to be gentle around him and that he was ‘fragile.’ He would cough a lot, and he was thin, eating a lot less than me—though my nanny often teased me about my huge appetite. Pretty much all we were allowed to do together was read or play board games. He gradually got worse. Then about a year later, he became completely better. I didn’t think anything of it at the time. Sick people often get better eventually. But a few days ago, I overheard Lord Lyrason saying he saved Stirling and helped my mother…” I trailed off as my throat constricted again. Saying it out loud was hard but cathartic. I hadn’t realized how badly I had needed somebody to speak this through with. “He’s barely had a cold since.”

Sophie’s expression was troubled. She stirred her spoon around and around her teacup as if she was unaware what her hands were doing. “But if Lord Lyrason has been stealing health from others to give to Stirling since he was six, that means he has been experimenting with this for about fourteen years.”

I nodded. I hadn’t wanted to think about those facts, because deep down, I knew what they pointed to. “I know. But Sophie, you can’t blame my father for trying anything to save his own son. Most parents would do anything for their children.”

Her expression became tender once more. “Everyone is somebody’s child, Annabelle. And they’ve killed hundreds.” I didn’t miss the crack in her voice as if speaking the words caused her pain.

My own tears came again, and I wiped my face angrily. “Maybe it’s not been working well enough. Maybe Father and Lyrason are still perfecting how to keep Stirling alive. And to keep my mother’s illness at bay. Mother has always been sickly, but recently, she contracted heart failure. She’s coping at the moment, but the physician said she would only get worse.”

Sophie inclined her head. “Maybe. Or maybe when the king successfully beat death once, he got a hunger for it. And now he wants to do it on a large scale. This morning, Mister Gregane called what they were working on an elixir of life.”

I scoffed in surprise, and I dabbed under my eyes with her handkerchief. “That sounds like something grand, as if from a fairytale.”

She nodded. “Yes, like something that would bring eternal life.”

My chest tightened and I put down my tea, not trusting myself to hold it steady. “You think that is what they seek? To bring about eternal life? If they harvest enough vitality from halfsouls, would that be possible?”

Sophie tilted her head slightly. “I don’t know, but it would make sense, wouldn’t it? I mean, if they release halfsouls, which can each infect more and more people, and all their life was harvested, that would keep a large group of people alive and healthy until somebody put a stop to it, or the population they were infecting all died. It would be a form of immortality.”

I suppressed a shiver and sat back shaking my head and spreading my hands. “But they can’t let the halfsouls loose in Adenburg. If it was on that scale, they wouldn’t be able to control them. The whole city could be wiped out.”

She met my eyes with a solemn stare, her large blue eyes seeming to only grow wider. “No, they can’t release them here en masse. Hence why they only released one or two at a time while they perfected them. Those were just small experiments.”

My heart started to thump with dread. “Then where?”

Sophie hunched over her cup as if being crushed by the weight of her thoughts. “Where exactly? Kasomere to destroy Kasten? Kollenstar? Anyone they deem their enemies? The king has been ruthless in the past at destroying those he wants out of his way.”

I looked down, things starting to make more sense. “So this is why you wanted the cure. To pre-empt this.”

Sophie nodded, her face still drawn. “Exactly. Hopefully, we can stop it before they release such a large number. But…I just hope it’s enough.” She lifted her eyes to mine. “We need your help. Surely you can see we must stop this before it's too late. If each halfsoul infects dozens more, which in turn infects dozens more, thousands will die. And if your father and Lord Lyrason are planning to live forever, things will never change. They could choose whomever they wished to have immortality alongside them while unleashing plagues on their enemies and so suck the whole earth dry.”

I felt sick. I gripped my cup, and massaged my forehead, hating the position I was being put in. “Stirling is my brother. I won’t be responsible for his death or my mother’s. They have their moments, but I love them. They probably have no idea about any of this. They’re innocent.”

Sophie gave a sad nod and reached out to squeeze my hand again. That only made me feel worse. How was I meant to choose between the potential death of two of my family and the deaths of countless strangers?

We sat in silence for a while and finished our tea. Something else pressed on my mind, a fear that I had never admitted to myself, let alone said out loud. Yet it was there in my subconsciousness, gnawing away at me.

“Lyrason wanted to marry me,” I whispered.

Sophie nodded, clearly not a stranger to this information.

“But Father engaged me to Lord Venerick instead. I’m not entirely sure why. Lyrason was angry, but I don’t think he ever had feelings for me. I think he just wanted to be part of the royal family. That’s not the only time Father has upset him. Recently, the way he and my father talk, they don’t seem to be getting along so well.”

Sophie had become very still. After a pause, she asked, “What is it you fear?” Though I could tell from her posture she had thought of the same thing.

I blew out a long breath, preparing myself to say the words out loud. “I’m scared Lyrason will try to overthrow my father and take the throne for himself. Father has already given him permission to gather troops, and I suspect he doesn’t know the secrets of Lyrason’s and Gregane’s haemalcomy himself. He’s vulnerable. I’m worried about him.”

The enormity of the situation suddenly hit me like a punch to the gut. If this went wrong, Father could die. Mother could die. Stirling could die. Lyrason could seize the throne and create an eternal reign of terror.

There would be far more casualties than one sixteen year old boy.

What, by the kingdoms, was I doing, thinking I could stand up to all of that by myself? I needed to be honest with myself. Me, my crossbow, and my little information network of junior servants and street urchins were not going to be very helpful if fighting broke out. I needed access to troops that weren’t loyal to Lyrason…which meant I was going to have to trust others and risk being stabbed in the back.

The acknowledgement made me wince. I had trusted Father. I had even come close to trusting Lyrason. They’d both turned out to be very different people. Could I risk making myself more vulnerable with Sophie and Kasten?

But I wasn’t sure I had a choice. If Lyrason went for the crown, I’d need soldiers to stop him. I needed a way to protect those I cared about. And Kasten’s soldiers were the best.

I straightened as resolve poured into me. “I will help you and Kasten. I will help defend my family and my country. But in return, you must help me keep my brother and parents alive.”

Sophie nodded, her eyes still creased with empathy. “We will do everything we can. Thank you for helping us.”

It would be so easy to simply believe her. What she and Kasten were doing made sense. But why would they do everything they could to help me when we had just barely met? And Father and Kasten behaved like enemies to each other. Would Kasten really save him?

I reminded myself to be cautious, but we were up against so much, I had to finally admit I couldn’t deal with it on my own.

My heart rate picked up in acknowledgement of what I had just done. I dropped my head into my hands, struggling to stay hopeful. “If my suspicions are correct, then these halfsoul experiments have been going on for fourteen years. Lyrason has had so much time to prepare. I just hope we’re not too late.”


SOPHIE
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Ijerked awake in the carriage only to realize that I’d fallen asleep with my head leaning against Meena’s shoulder. I quickly scanned her leather tunic and cotton cloak to see if I had drooled on her. “I’m sorry.”

She smiled down at me, her face shadowy in the low light of the kryalcomy lantern. “Don’t be, Lady Sophie. It’s good for you to get some rest while you can. You had a terrible fright at midday and then had to explain yourself to the king before being interrogated by Princess Annabelle. Your mind can’t have had the chance to process half of what’s happened.” She paused. “You’ve done an amazing job today. Rest. You’re safe here with me. There is no need to worry about appearances.”

I looked away, my cheeks heating. “Thank you, Meena.” I licked my lips as the fog of sleep cleared a little from my brain. “And I’m sorry for what happened at Lord Lyrason’s manor earlier. I know I don’t make it easy for you to guard me.”

Meena inclined her head to me. “Guarding and defending you will always be the greatest honor of my life.”

I smiled at her, not sure what she saw in me to warrant such a statement. “I’m very grateful to have you, Meena.”

The carriage wheels scraped over gravel as we came to a stop. The footman tapped on the roof. Meena opened the door and held out her hand for me. “We’re back in Highfair, my lady. Watch your step.”

I was so tired, I swayed as I stepped out of the carriage onto the street right next to our garden gate, gravel spilling out from the path to our house. The moon was clear and bright, the air cool enough for me to clutch my cloak tight across my chest. It had been such a long day, and now that things were quieter, my mind kept circling back to being trapped with those creatures in the half-dark, Gregane’s delighted laugh at my terror, and the similarities between that room and the pitch black cellar of broken glass where I’d sat in dread, straining to hear Father’s approaching footsteps.

Normally after such incidents, my mind was caught in a downward spiral of despair. But strangely, despite my bone-weary fatigue, underneath it all, I still felt strong. I had gone into Lord Lyrason’s house and taken what we needed. I’d been terrified, but I had still won. Then I’d spoken with the king, turning the incident against Lord Lyrason instead of me. And now, Annabelle was on our side as well.

All in one day.

I had achieved things I’d never thought possible. I was…proud of myself. Just a year ago, I wouldn’t have managed any of that. The thought made me almost heady with pleasure.

I had taken large risks, and only then had I seen what I was capable of.

I stumbled on the gravel. Strong arms caught me from behind. I looked over my shoulder and smiled gratefully to Meena. “Thank you.”

Meena looked concerned. “I worry you’ve pushed yourself too hard today, Lady Sophie. Physician Harris wouldn’t be pleased. Maybe you should spend tomorrow at home. You must be exhausted. You’re part of a team that can share the load. Remember that.”

I sighed, the concern in her voice bringing me down from euphoria with the reminder of how much more we had to achieve and what was at stake. “We have too little time, Meena. I worry that we’ve realized the situation very late.”

She tightened her lips in sympathy. “If there is one thing I have learned about the general, it is that no situation is too late for him to turn around. Have faith in us, Lady Sophie.”

I smiled at her warm, earnest eyes. “Of course. I have faith in all of you. But I hope you have faith in me too. It shouldn’t just be up to Kasten to turn this situation around.”

The grip of her hand softened. “I didn’t mean to imply that I have any less faith in you than I do the general. All of us have important roles to play.”

I nodded in agreement, too tired to continue the conversation.

I trudged up the last of the narrow garden path to the steps and looked forward to collapsing onto the sofa with a hot drink. I’d only made it up the first one when the doors flung open and Kasten came out, jumping down the steps three at a time. Before I had the chance to exclaim, he scooped me up into his arms and carried me inside. I barely managed to contain my squeal. What would the servants think? What would anyone think?

I locked my arms around his neck as he carried me to the small sitting room that was meant just for us now the soldiers were housed elsewhere. “Kasten, I can walk.”

The tendons on his neck were standing out. His face was serious. “You must be exhausted. I’ve been worried about you. What were you doing to be back so late? Callum told me everything you discovered today at Lord Lyrason’s manor. I can’t believe what that twisted excuse of a man did to you.”

Instead of putting me down, he sat with me still in his arms so I ended up curled beneath his chin on his lap. His arms didn’t relax, but stayed around me, locking me in place. He rested his forehead in my hair. “I’ve missed you. I’ve been so worried.”

If any of my limbs hadn’t been completely weak from exhaustion, they were weak now that I was with my husband. I didn’t try to pull away but nestled into the firmness of his chest and the strength of his arms. That endless strength. At last, I could relax and be vulnerable. Nothing depended on this moment. I could simply be.

“You don’t have to do everything yourself, you know,” he murmured into my hair.

I tilted my head back to look up at his face, all sharp lines from shadows and firelight with the exception of his lips that always seemed too soft for the rest of him. “Nor do you. And I didn’t. I had Meena and Callum with me. Callum is the one doing the really hard work discovering the cure. I don’t know how he thinks he can work it out from the little information he has, especially when it involves haemalcomy.”

Kasten was studying each feature of my face in an intense way that made my toes curl. He freed one of his arms so he could brush some hair behind my ear. My hairstyle had to look a mess. I had barely had the chance to look in a mirror today, and my dress was ill fitting. It was all we had managed to find when Lord Lyrason had told a servant to grab a spare dress—so he didn’t have to put up with the smell of my soiled clothes—before dragging us to the palace. Kasten didn’t seem to notice any of that.

He pushed back another strand of hair that I was pretty sure was already behind my ear, but he seemed to like stroking my face, and my skin tingled under his calluses. “If anyone can do it, Callum can,” he said softly. “He said the Originals had collars around their necks, similar to one they fitted around you when they were healing you. He thinks they block the link between the two kryalcomy poles. It’s what stops more of the Original’s vitality from being sucked away so they remain alive yet weak enough to still be infectious.”

I frowned. Callum was right, they had all worn collars. I’d assumed they were to attach them to the walls by their chains. But now I thought about it, their collars had been thick and made of a paler metal than the chain. How had Callum been so observant in that situation?

Kasten’s eyes were combing my face in concern. “We don’t have to talk about that place now if you don’t want to.”

I sighed and shook my head. The event still wasn’t haunting me like I’d expected. I was glad I’d done it. Everything today had been worth it. “No, it’s all right. We need to talk about it. I just wish we could free them and save them.”

“Of course.” Kasten half laughed then smiled his unusual tender smile that he only gave me. “Of course, that is what you would be thinking about.” He gave a small shrug. “Perhaps we can, once Callum makes the cure.” He looked up from my face and stared into emptiness. He curled a finger on his chin. “Maybe the right thing to do would be for me to go and raze that place to the ground and for us to cure every halfsoul we can find.”

I smiled, sleepily. I liked the sound of that. I wanted that dark prison to simply cease to exist.

Kasten watched me for a moment longer. “I’ll carry you to bed.”

“No!” I sat up on his lap, trying to look more awake. “I have more things to tell you.”

I reported what Annabelle had told me, including her revelation that the king was behind the halfsouls and we suspected they had been once used to save Prince Stirling’s life. Kasten confirmed he had heard a faint drone on his detector from the prince.

I picked at a nail. “Annabelle doesn’t think we have very long.”

Kasten grimaced. “I know. I’m bringing in more troops from Kasomere, but I have to be subtle. Any more than ten a day will be noticed and questioned, and I don’t want us to get blamed for plotting treason before we actually manage to do anything. We’re already being watched carefully. The king and Lord Lyrason seem to be waiting for something before challenging me. They want the secret of the starstone. Can you imagine? Immortal men like them with that sort of power?” His expression turned dark.

I started to speak but ended up yawning instead. My jaw cracked loudly. Despite the importance of our conversation, it was hard to keep my eyes open. Kasten picked me up, and this time I didn’t resist. “Let’s go to bed now. We can talk together in the morning.” He sealed his words with the finality of a kiss to my forehead.
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A panicked shout tore through the night, wrenching me from sleep. It seemed to be echoing all around me, and the air was suddenly cold on my skin.

I jolted upright, hardly daring to breathe. What was it? Halfsouls? Lord Lyrason’s guards? Assassins?

But everything in the room was silent and unmoving. Blinking in the half-light of early dawn, I realized Kasten sat hunched over beside me, his head in his hands as he slowly rocked back and forth, the muscles in his powerful arms stark with shadows. The sheets were tangled around his legs. Even in the poor light, his hair looked slick with sweat.

It took several heartbeats for my mind to clear enough to realize the shout had come from him.

Tentatively, I reached out my hand and touched his back. I had never seen him like this. “Kasten? Are you all right?”

He flinched, then raised his head, blinking rapidly as he took me in. His eyes were wide and wild. “Sophie,” he whispered ever so quietly, as if only just realizing I was there. “Sophie,” he repeated with more certainty, like a man in a desert convincing himself he’d found water and not just a mirage. He reached out and pulled me into him, squeezing me against his damp shirt. “Thank the kingdoms.” He fell back onto the bed, bringing me with him. His body sagged as if in relief and he held me so tightly, I didn’t dare move.

A soft knock sounded on the door. “Everything all right in there?”

Kasten cleared his throat. “Just the usual, Tara. No need for concern.” His voice sounded remarkably steady considering how his heart raced beneath my cheek. His breaths were deep and rapid as if part of him was still locked in a place of terror.

I tried to wiggle free of Kasten’s grasp so I could look at his expression, but his grip held me tight like iron. I relaxed against him instead and stroked where his shirt covered his ribs, hoping it would help him find calm. I whispered into the empty half-dark. “Was it a nightmare?”

My voice was so quiet, I thought for a moment he hadn’t heard. Then he started to stroke my hair in the same rhythm as my hand. “It was. You scared me today. Your visit to Lyrason’s house… I didn’t even know you were there until afterward.”

A sharp stab of guilt made me bite my lip, glad he couldn’t see my face. “I’m sorry, Kasten.” I had never wanted to make his life more difficult than it already was. Though it was hard to process that he could be scared of anything, I hated that I was the source of his fear.

How could I explain to him that today had made me feel strong and powerful and capable?

His hand kept stroking my hair, then lowered to my cheek, his thumb hooking under my chin. His calluses grazed my skin. My lips parted at the sensation.

“I feared that I’d lost you again,” he whispered, his voice rough and cracking at the edges. “I’m so glad you’re here, safe with me. That we have this moment. Why do we never have enough moments?” His voice was becoming ragged with frustration.

The fingers on my cheek kept stroking, distracting any thought of a reply. My face remained pressed against his chest, and through his shirt, his heartbeat wasn’t slowing.

He needed me here, pressed against him right now. It was strange to feel needed. I was so close to him, so wrapped up in him, that I didn’t want to move. This was where every part of me belonged, where every part of me felt safe. And all I wanted was to be closer until the only thing left in the world was him.

“Kasten, I’m sorry I scared you.” I honestly hadn’t meant to. “But taking that risk was worth it. We got what we needed.” I had proved I could even face the king; it made me feel like a whole other person.

Kasten took risks all the time, and now it was my turn to share in them. But I didn’t want to cause him such deep anxiety.

He didn’t reply. I still couldn’t see his expression. I could only hear his racing heart. I raised my hand across his body, feeling for his face. I reached the hard bow of his collarbone and then swept down into the tender dip of skin above it. My fingers vibrated over the pulse racing at his throat. I slowed as my fingers reached up to his chin, then stopped as the very edge of my fingertips grazed the swell of his lower lip. His head dipped, and warm lips brushed my fingers, making my stomach dip.

His free hand caught my wrist, and he kissed my hand again, his lips traveling down my fingers. My palm. My wrist. My forearm. He released his grip around my back as he rolled his large body onto its side, and at last, I could see his expression. It was no longer distressed, but something close to desperation was there in the shadows of his deep-set eyes.

His voice was a rough whisper. “Sophie, why did you go today? What made you go to Lord Lyrason’s house and take such a risk? What was the real reason behind it all?”

I frowned in confusion, struggling to know what he meant. My chest clenched. I opened my mouth but struggled to form words. My skin was still alive from his kisses and my mind addled. I forced a swallow, my mouth dry. “I’m sorry, Kasten.”

His knuckles grazed my cheek. “I’m not after an apology, Sophie. I’m not saying you did something wrong. I want to know what you were thinking. What drove you to do it?” His gaze bored into me as if he already knew and feared the answer—as if all my secrets and insecurities were written across my face.

I drew back slightly, scared about what he saw inside me. I looked up at the shadowed ceiling. I searched for the right words to describe emotions I didn’t fully understand myself. “We needed to find what is needed for the cure and find it fast, Kasten, before anyone else’s life was in danger. And I wanted to be helpful. I…wanted to be strong. I wanted to show that I could…that I could…” Belong at your side. The words sounded too foolish to speak out loud. As if I could ever contribute as much to this as him.

More than anything I didn’t want him to think of me as weak. And today, I hadn’t been. I had been brave and victorious. Why couldn’t he see that side?

Kasten pulled himself close to my ear. “You’ve got nothing to prove, Sophie. You’re already strong. You’re already useful. I’m so grateful you’re here with me.” His words were soothing, but there was an edge of pain to them I didn’t understand. “You don’t need to put yourself in danger for me to see how lucky I am to have you.”

I wet my lips, still refusing to look at his face. I wanted to believe his words. I so desperately wished the version of me he saw all the time was real. And today, it had been. But if I didn’t take risks, if I didn’t take the opportunities to prove to myself that I was strong, how was I to continue seeing myself like that? How could I grow? How could I be strong if there was no chance to be?

He rested a hand on my belly and stroked up and down ever so softly, distracting me from the negative thoughts. “Sophie, you are so beautiful. I will never get used to how beautiful you are. Or that you’re my wife.”

I turned to look at him, and my breaths felt like they contained no air. His acceptance of me was intoxicating. It was something I had longed for my entire life without realizing, and now it almost felt like too much.

I was completely frozen under the weight of that gaze as his face became more serious and earnest. He lifted my hand and kissed the inside of my wrist again. I swallowed as he lifted his head to mine. He kissed my mouth in a way I had never been kissed before, like I was the only thing real in the whole world. It left me disorientated.

He pulled back. “Do you want me to stop?”

“No,” I whispered, and I really didn’t. I tangled my hand back in his hair so I could kiss him again. I could feel the walls crumbling between us with every passionate touch. For now, I could pretend to always be enough.
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The sunlight was bright when I woke up. I looked at the clock. It was past eight. Kasten was going to be late.

I rolled over to my husband. He was still asleep on his back, his forearm spread across his eyes, the other splayed haphazardly across his pillow. I hesitated, suddenly awkward, my arm already outstretched to wake him. A flush rushed to my face as I became aware of his physicality in a way I had been unaware of before.

He appeared peaceful, yet still radiated potential strength. When had his size stopped being intimidating and started to make me feel safe? His position highlighted the muscles of his arm and shoulder, the tendons casting sharp shadows in the dips and swells. His shirt was still discarded somewhere on the floor. Sometimes everything about him felt like too much for me to be able to process. He dominated every part of my life.

I swallowed and touched the bare skin of his arm, determined to act as if everything was normal. “Kasten? Kasten, wake up. We’ve overslept.”

He dragged his arm from over his eyes and wrapped it around my waist instead. “Sophie.” He uttered my name like a half-remembered prayer. He pulled me into his warmth, tucking me under the crook of his arm. My skin was sensitive and seemed to shiver at every place we touched. The position felt…different after last night, especially since he wasn’t wearing his shirt. The way he touched me was different. Everything suddenly carried more meaning.

I tried to pretend everything felt normal and pushed back half-heartedly in protest. “You’re going to be late, Kasten. It’s past eight o’clock. You’ll be late for the campaign meetings.”

He grunted with his eyes closed. “They were all so drunk yesterday. Nobody will be there before ten.” His grip tightened around my waist. “Let me have this moment with you.”

I didn’t protest again, but lay with my head on his arm, listening to him breathe. This was a very different Kasten than the one he’d been yesterday, rushing around and not daring to sleep. Maybe it was because I had scared him by putting myself in danger again, and he would now do anything to stay longer at my side.

I dwelt on our words from the night before and managed to place a finger on what had jarred in my mind. He’d said he thought I was strong and smart and capable. But if he truly believed that, then why was he so scared about me taking risks?

I sighed, shaking the uncomfortable thought from my mind. Maybe instead, his sudden desire to keep me close was because of what we had done last night. We had finally become husband and wife in every sense, and it had been like nothing I had ever experienced before.

My thoughts went back to the suddenness of it all, finally taking it in. I wanted to bask in it, to relive the pleasure of the moment. But instead, however much I wanted to enjoy this new feeling of closeness with Kasten, worry immediately invaded my mind. Once it was there, I couldn’t push it back.

What if I was pregnant? What if I wasn’t?

I guessed we were finally going to find out how much father’s tonics had damaged my womb. Part of me dreaded the answer. Acknowledging my infertility once and for all brought up a pain I wasn’t sure I was ready for yet. But as soon as the thought of holding my own child entered my mind, fear thick and smothering made it hard to breathe. Now that it was a possibility, the raw emotion hit me harder than it ever had before.

If I failed to be a good mother, I would never forgive myself, and my relationship with Kasten was the first positive deep relationship I’d had with anyone. What if there was something wrong with me which meant I couldn’t nurture my own children like I should? Considering my own childhood, maybe it was a good thing if I didn’t have children of my own.

But I wanted to be a mother. Did that make me horribly selfish? How could I desperately want a child, yet fear the possibility at the same time?

I rolled away from Kasten and drew my knees up under the covers at the sudden heavy thoughts, tears pressing behind my eyes, shocking in their suddenness. How was I meant to be a good wife to Kasten when Father had taken so much from me already, even when he was gone?

A messy jumble of emotions ensnared me, and I tried to untangle and calm them but failed. I’d felt so strong yesterday. Now, I couldn’t bring back the feeling. I felt inadequate in the ways that really mattered.

I closed my eyes and saw Father, his cane cradled in both hands. He sneered at me in disgust.

‘You have no idea what I’ve sacrificed for this family, the fate I saved you from.’

I tried to shake off the memory of him. I had prevailed against him. He was gone. Gone. I couldn’t let him make me feel small again. I had even walked through those halfsouls yesterday. I had outwitted Lyrason in front of the king himself and become friends with Princess Annabelle. I had been victorious in every battle.

I tried to picture my mother, but she was just a haze of warm, fluffy sensations that I was half-convinced I had imagined. Would my life have been different if she had survived? Would she have managed to protect me against Father? Against Miss Claris?

An old, familiar ache appeared in my chest, and I rallied against it. No. I was strong. I wasn’t worthless. I was in the place I was meant to be. I repeated the words over and over, knowing I would only truly believe them when I had proved it to myself countless times. But proving it to myself yesterday had terrified Kasten.

Why was this all such a mess? Why couldn’t I simply be happy like a normal person?

Things had been going so well. But…the need to do better still burned within me. It still wasn’t enough.

If I was to be a mother, I couldn’t afford to make a single mistake. I couldn’t do to my child what had been done to me. I wanted to know without a doubt that I could be the mother a child deserved.

That was if I could be a mother at all. The thought was like a kick to the stomach all over again.

The future suddenly stretched out long and cold in front of me. Every month hoping and fearing pregnancy with such equal intensity, only to come crashing back down to nothingness. Month after month after month.

I wasn’t sure I could do this.


KASTEN
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Icould lie like this forever, half asleep with my wife tucked under my arm, warm and safe. Kingdoms, I loved her. Having her close was something I would never, ever take for granted. My untouchable star, somehow curled tight at my side.

This was…peace. Contentment. Even as the world crashed and burned around us.

Remnants of my earlier nightmare flickered in the corners of my mind: Sophie lying broken on the floor, her silver hair turned red with blood, her eyes staring sightless, and her flesh torn apart by halfsouls. I had gone mad with grief, destroying Adenburg in my rage. I could still feel the rawness of the emotion, the horror and devastation. And the absolute lack of care I’d had for the thousands of lives I had obliterated with chaotic sweeps of the starstone’s power. Without her, every life had become meaningless.

It had all been too real.

I swallowed, frustrated at the dream returning and destroying my rare sense of peace. But it wasn’t real. I would not let that happen. I would keep her safe. It was only as I made that promise to myself over and over that the images subsided. I would not let her face Lord Lyrason without me again. I needed to prioritize her safety over everything.

I stroked Sophie’s shoulder, and her presence pushed the darkness away until I felt peace once more. I drifted back into a state of half sleep listening to the gentle ticking of the clock.

Despite my sleep-addled state, I noticed Sophie tense under my arm, and a moment later she pulled away so her back was flush against my side. I blinked, my senses becoming sharp. Something was wrong.

I rolled onto my side and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Are you all right, Sophie?”

What I could see of her expression was conflicted and concerned. At my words, she turned to face me, and that fake smile I hated so much covered her face like shutters closing across a window. I hadn’t seen her do that for months. “We should get up, Kasten.”

She slipped from my grasp to the edge of the bed where she paused for a few minutes of breathless silence before walking to the bathroom. Her arms were folded tight around her shift.

I sat up and stared at the closed door in shock. What was wrong? This wouldn’t be the first time I’d said or done something wrong and only realized it afterward.

It had to be about what had happened during the night. She had been fine before. Tired and shaken, but in good spirits. Not like this.

I sank back into the pillows, guilt rising in a smothering cloud. I’d been selfish, I could see that now. I’d been so eager for comfort, so overwhelmed by her presence and desperate to show her that she was worthy so she wouldn’t feel the need to take risks, that I hadn’t stopped to think of the impact of taking our relationship further.

She’d been Frederick’s wife before me, and he had been cruel to her. Not that she ever spoke about it. What if last night had brought back unpleasant memories? What if she felt used by me, just like he had used her? What if I’d hurt her or done something wrong? I was largely ignorant in this area.

She had consented and been a willing participant, returning my kisses and caressing my body until every part of me had been utterly focused on her. But what if it had been an act? What if she had only said yes to please me when she knew I was distressed? What if she had said yes to fulfill her wifely duty as she had likely done many times with Frederick?

Anger washed over me like a wave, and I clenched my fists. I wished, once again, that I had been the one to kill him.

I sat up once again, deliberately cooling my temper to ice and feeling sick. I had hurt her feelings, and I hated myself for it. Without her, I was lost.

I held my head in my hands and blew out a breath. I had promised myself I wouldn’t run away from her again, like I had at the start of the marriage. I had promised myself I would be there for her. I muttered under my breath, “Kasten, you’re being ridiculous. Stop over-thinking and apologize to her. Talk to her. Fix this.”

I waited for her, but my suppressed emotions merely roiled around under my skin, making it impossible to sit still. I sprang from the bed and busied myself getting dressed. The bathroom door stayed closed.

I knocked on the wood. “Sophie, are you all right in there?” The smell of orange oil and roses drifted through the cracks of the door in steamy waves.

A pause. “I’m sorry, I’m washing. You might need to use the other bathroom.”

I hesitated. “Do you want me to call your maids?”

“No, I’m fine. Thank you.”

I went to the bathroom down the hall, my mind occupied with how I would apologize. When I returned, she was sitting on the side of the bed, brushing her long, silvery hair. For a split second I saw it as it had been in my dream: copper with blood. Then the memory vanished, and she was safe once again. She stared straight ahead, her face expressionless.

I sat down beside her, and she didn’t move to acknowledge me, or look at me as she spoke. “I hope your day at the palace goes well.”

I rested my hand on her knee. “What’s wrong, Sophie? Please tell me. Is it because I took things too far last night? Did I do something wrong? Or is it something else?”

She winced. “No, it’s not that. I meant it when I told you not to stop. I wanted to…” She broke off with a deep blush. “I’m fine, honestly. Please don’t worry.” She smiled a little more brightly as she turned to face me. “I just have a lot on my mind.”

I looked between her eyes, their blue reminding me of pure, clean water. After last night, it only brought into focus how desperately I needed her. I couldn’t lose her. I just couldn’t.

I lifted my hand to the smooth porcelain skin of her cheek. She seemed so fragile right now. I hated that I couldn't stay by her side. “Sophie, I can’t be with you when I’m in the the war council meetings.”

She nodded. “I know. I’ll miss you, but we’ll be fine. I’ll be fine.” She stood up, and I followed.

I hesitated and made my words as soft as possible.. “Just…please don’t do anything that puts you at risk again. I can’t take it, Sophie. You’re too precious. Work with Callum with your incredible mind and befriend Annabelle. That’s where your strengths lie. Be careful. Please. Stay away from Lord Lyrason, Mister Gregane and Duke James. Keep Meena with you at all times. Ideally, just stay at home or with Annabelle.”

She flinched ever so slightly, and I cursed internally, not sure which part of what I had said was wrong.

How could I show her that her strengths were different than what she thought she needed to do to prove she was strong?

She lifted herself on tiptoes and planted a small kiss on my cheeks. “Stay safe too, Kasten. I’ll be waiting for you.”


SOPHIE
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It had been a long, tiresome day. I’d sent a servant to ask Annabelle if I could call on her, but she had responded that she was negotiating with envoys from Nibawae and asked that I come tomorrow. I tried not to be intimidated by everything she was doing at such a young age. I hadn’t achieved anything impressive by the age of nineteen. If I was more like her, able to shoot a crossbow and sneak effectively through downtown Adenburg, maybe Kasten would worry about me less. As it was, I could barely defend myself. It was my weakness that made him so terrified about my safety. But recently, I’d felt stronger and more capable than ever before. The clash between those two facts was frustrating.

That was if I didn’t count how I’d felt this morning.

I’d deliberately not thought about our night together. I didn’t want to descend into that confusing spiral of worries about becoming pregnant again. So I’d busied myself with preparing herbs and aiding Callum with his kryalcomy, though even he’d been gone most of the morning. Kasten had asked him to put out feelers for the missing Regan Jones amongst his mysterious friends while he made his other arrangements. I had to admit that by the afternoon, the walls of the house felt like they’d closed in. I wished yet again we were back in Kasomere. But I was the one who had begged Kasten to take us here. I had chosen for us to enter danger. I only hoped it would all be worth it.

Kasten arrived home after seven. Somehow Kasten had returned to the house still full of energy and was discussing Callum’s meeting with his friends. It sounded mostly like they were pulling in favors to hide troops around the city inconspicuously. I hoped we wouldn’t have to use them.

I sipped my sage and rosemary tea hoping it would help sharpen my tired brain. The whole house felt different now that Kasten was inside, the atmosphere gaining purpose and energy again. I kept my eyes on my husband, admiring his efficiency and competence, while feeling a strange sense of disconnection. I wondered if everyone felt the magnetic pull that surrounded him, or if that was just because I loved him.

Kasten was frowning at a map of the city, a second map of the palace beside it. He tapped a finger over Duke James’s mansion. “We need a way to hamper Duke James. If it turns to fighting in the streets, it would be far more efficient to aim for the city guard’s leadership. Those guards follow orders pretty much blindly since that’s how they’ve been trained. Kill one man, and we will stop them all.”

Callum raised an eyebrow. “Hmm, nothing personal about it at all, I’m sure.”

Kasten gave him a dry look. “He’s one of our biggest threats. But yes, I would also take great satisfaction in seeing him removed from his station.” He glared back down at the map. “Duke James technically outranks Lord Lyrason. I would love to know how he got him under his thumb.”

I frowned, warming my hands on my teacup. I avoided Kasten’s eyes. “Wouldn’t Annabelle’s orders to the guard override Duke James?”

Kasten sighed. “If we’ve got to the stage of fighting in the streets, it will be chaos. Annabelle won’t be able to take control of the city guard easily. Especially if her fears are correct and they’ll be fighting on the side of Lord Lyrason and not the royal family.”

“Oh.” I looked down at the map, wishing I could be more useful in this area. Kasten reached out and placed his hand over where mine lay in my lap. Some of my awkwardness dissipated under the reassurance of his touch. I turned my hand over and interlocked my fingers with his.

Kasten’s eyes met mine, his manner still businesslike despite his touch. “Sophie, your job is to liaise with Annabelle. See if she can help get more of our soldiers into the palace and investigate what Lord Lyrason is doing with his troops. She’ll have plans of her own, I am sure. The more closely we can work together and use each other’s resources, the better. Your role is probably the most important in the whole plan.”

I nodded, grateful that Kasten trusted me with this—I wanted to be an integral part of the plan—but also feeling rising nerves that stole my appetite for breakfast. Kasten’s hand felt further away, even though his fingers remained interlocked with mine.

Callum swung back in his chair. “Can’t we just deal with Duke James the old-fashioned way? Fire, explosives, blow him into a million tiny pieces, that sort of a thing?”

Kasten scoffed. “It leaves too much of a trail for somebody to find and disrupt. Remember, we cannot be caught before we have the chance to move or this will be a disaster.”

Callum pouted. “Pity. I really wanted to blow up his house. It would make me feel a whole lot better about life.”

“How would you even get beyond the outside wall with that many explosives?” Kasten snorted. “Just focus on creating the cure and meeting with your friends. Lord Lyrason likely has soldiers with newly invented kryalcomy we’ve never seen. Ideally, we’d have a way to combat that.”

Callum swung forward with a sour expression. “You say these things as if they’re easy.”

The clock struck nine, causing a lull in the conversation.

I stood and picked up the small bag of medical supplies from the table. I intended to wear it attached to my belt for emergencies and had spent most of the day restocking the medications inside.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I’m going to retire early.”

Kasten stood up beside me. “Are you feeling all right? Would you like me to come to bed early too?”

I shook my head, resting my hand on his shoulder. “I need more sleep than you do.” I stood on tiptoes and kissed the light stubble on his cheek. “Good night.”

I walked upstairs leaving Kasten and Callum to chat alone. Meena was playing a card game with Beatrice on a low table beside the door to my room. They looked up in surprise, and my maid stood, bobbing a curtsy. Her hair, which was normally pushed back from her face, was a loose Afro, and she wasn’t wearing her normal apron. “We thought you’d likely be talking downstairs for hours.”

I shook my head. “I’m going to retire early. Beatrice, could you run me a bath?” The bath here was far smaller than the sunken pool in Kasomere but took significantly longer to prepare.

She nodded and left her cards discarded. Meena frowned at me. “Are you feeling all right, my lady?”

Yes. No. I didn’t know.

I smiled. “I’m just tired.”

I bathed, and Beatrice massaged oil into my skin before leaving me. When Kasten came to bed an hour later, I pretended to be asleep, not responding to the tender kiss he placed on the crown of my head.

Until I had my emotions straight, I couldn’t let there be a repeat of last night. I needed to focus on our mission at hand.
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The next day, I clenched my jaw in determination as I dressed in one of my finest gowns to meet Annabelle. She was a princess, after all, and I intended to look like I belonged. I’d found a new love of corsets now the aim of them wasn’t to make my waist as thin as possible, and I was pleased with my reflection. I’d wanted a chance to prove myself, and this was it. I wouldn’t let Kasten down. I wouldn’t let myself down.

Kasten and I arrived at the palace arm in arm an hour before his military meeting was due to start. Meena trailed a respectful distance behind. I was still tired, but the constant thrum of adrenaline in my veins kept me alert as we entered through the grand front doors. When I jumped at a servant coming around a corridor, Kasten placed his free hand over where mine rested on his arm and stroked the back of my hand.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. Kasten must be used to fighting enemies on all sides with terrifying weapons, and here I was, jumping at nothing. I wasn’t doing a very good job at proving to Kasten that he didn’t need to worry about me. I could have kicked myself.

He didn’t stop the rhythmic strokes. “Don’t be. It’s natural to be on edge.” He stopped and turned to face me. “Remember, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. You can go back to Highfair at any time and rest safely there. Keep your detector on and stay alert. I’ll try and check on you when I can.”

I nodded, looking down and rolling my lips between my teeth. “I can go the rest of the way with Meena.”

Kasten shook his head, straightening and glancing up and down the corridor. He started walking again. “No. The least I can do is stay with you until you’ve reached Annabelle.” He turned into General Batton, his posture stiff and hard, glaring at everyone we passed.

Kasten stopped outside Annabelle’s room, kissed my hand, and left. I watched his retreating back, feeling the strength of his presence ebb away until he disappeared around the corner.

I knocked on the door, and Annabelle’s voice called for me to enter. I nodded to Meena. She took up a guard position by the door. It took effort to push my tangled emotions surrounding Kasten from my mind.

I pushed open the door, still feeling nervous despite how well things had gone two days ago. Annabelle sat by the window, looking beautiful in a deep red gown. Her hair was up and cascaded to her shoulders in tight ringlets. It was only an hour after dawn, and I wondered how early she had needed to wake to get those done.

Annabelle saw me looking and gave me a mischievous grin as she stood to welcome me. “Your image is a mask. If people think you’re spending hours on your appearance, they will think you’ve not been up to much else.”

I nodded. I understood how people judged you on your appearance all too well. I raised my hands to my own hair. Beatrice had left me to sleep as long as possible, then done a quick twist and clip with an emerald brooch, spending more time on getting the gown to sit well.

Annabelle took my hand and pulled me to the couches. “Your hair is fine. Now tell me what Kasten said when you told him what I had found.”

She poured me a mug of melted chocolate, added cream, and sat down next to the fire, tucking her legs beneath her voluminous skirts.

I settled in a much more formal posture, Annabelle’s relaxed manner difficult to emulate when we were inside the royal palace. “Did the envoys’ visit go well yesterday?”

She wrinkled her nose. “Well enough, considering how distracted I’ve been. To be honest, it was all a frustrating bore when I’m far more concerned by other matters. The trade routes had mostly been worked out beforehand by the head of the merchants’ guild. I merely presented it, smiled, laughed and nodded, and gave them a tour of the palace. Now what did Kasten say?”

“Kasten is worried that if there is a coup, Lord Lyrason may have bribed or otherwise convinced some of the palace guard to follow his orders. He suggested you subtly include some soldiers from Kasomere into your guard. Just in case. We have some in place already, but we’ve only been preparing for a couple of days, so it's going to be hard to get enough troops inside this building to make a difference.”

Annabelle snorted. “Let men loyal to Kasten into the royal guard? Father would have a fit and probably never forgive me.” She barked a laugh before cradling her cheek in one hand. “Kasten could just as easily use the Kasomere soldiers I bring into my guard for his own coup and kill my family.”

I raised an eyebrow, uncomfortable with her reaction. “If Kasten wanted a simple coup, he could do it single-handedly.”

Annabelle stirred her hot chocolate. “I suppose.” Then her eyes flicked up to mine, the casual motion failing to hide their intensity. “He still has it, then? That weapon he used before?”

I nodded, cautiously. I had decided to be honest with Annabelle, or she would never agree to help us. “He does. The power is inside him constantly. He can’t get it out. He doesn’t want to use it, though. Not unless we’re desperate.”

Annabelle tilted her head and took a sip of her chocolate. “Hmm. I never saw Kasten as a man of great restraint. I guess I was wrong.” She sighed and took another sip. “And what if Lyrason intends to take the palace by setting loose halfsouls?”

I grimaced. “Callum’s working on the cure as fast as he can.”

She finished her hot chocolate, and I’d barely touched my own. I took a sip and savored the rich taste. The morning was cold, and I still hadn’t warmed up from the carriage ride here.

Annabelle pursed her lip. “If the palace is full of halfsouls, I suspect we won’t have a chance to use a cure. When Kasten and I hunted halfsouls, it was hard enough just to inject them with a sedative. Most of the time, you have to kill them before they kill you.”

I shivered and clutched the faint scar on my arm where I had been bitten, remembering their twisted features and sharp teeth. “I…I’m immune to them. It’s what Mister Gregane was testing. The Originals ignored me. It might have to be me who uses the cure.”

Annabelle looked skeptical. “Perhaps. There would be a lot of them, though.”

I rubbed my arm, knowing how small and weak I must look and how unbelievable it would be for me to take action against those creatures. I remembered the ones in the corridor and how I had cowered and sunk to the floor, even when they’d ignored me.

The princess didn’t seem to notice my reaction and suddenly held up one finger. “A moment, I’ve got something for you.” She stood and came back with a glazed flowerpot full of damp soil.

I took it in surprise. “Thank you.” I looked up askance.

Annabelle flopped back into her cushions and adjusted her bodice in a rather unladylike manner. “It’s got a starleaf bulb in it, a variety meant to be exclusive to royals. I know you like unusual plants and thought since you’re married to my brother, that makes us sisters, and so a royal too. I can’t imagine anyone would really object to you having one.”

I gaped at her, not just because of the enormously rare and treasured plant but for her willingness to call me her sister. It was a completely unexpected gift.

Annabelle shifted as if I were making her uncomfortable. “It’s just a bulb. It might not even grow.”

“Thank you.” I managed. I overcame my surprise and beamed. “I will treasure it. I never in my wildest dreams thought I would ever own one of these. Did you know Kasten first saw me in the gardens at Trembok Castle? I snuck out during the king’s speech because I’d heard there were starleaves there. I searched but never found any of those plants. Kasten was watching from a tower.”

It was strange to think that Kasten had existed and noticed me when I was still married to Frederick. I placed the flowerpot carefully on the table beside me in reverence and picked up my mug to finish the chocolate.

Annabelle smiled, a warm genuine smile. “You should definitely have this then. You will appreciate it far more than any other royal.”

I suddenly sat up remembering something I’d intended to do straight away. I found the velvet pouch in my bag and handed it to the princess. “Kasten asked me to return the earpiece and thank you for letting him borrow it.”

She sighed as she took it, though there was a slight twitch to the corners of her lips. “Well at least he’s returned one thing that he borrowed.” I could tell she wasn’t genuinely annoyed.

I licked my lips, reluctant to turn the conversation back to less pleasant topics when Annabelle had just made a moving gesture of friendship.

Annabelle noticed my hesitation and tilted her head to one side. “Speak whatever is on your mind, Sophie. Please.”

I drew in a deep breath. “We’re concerned about the relationship between Lord Lyrason and Duke James. If there’s a coup, Lord Lyrason could use the city guard to take control of the city. We need a way to stop Duke James quickly in that situation.”

Annabelle frowned, an idea clearly forming in her mind, but she looked uncertain. “Let me think about that.” Her trepidation grew. “Has Kasten found out anything about Regan Jones?”

I half nodded and half shrugged. “Callum has friends in the city. Yesterday, they found out exactly where he was when he went missing and have talked to his friends and family. He has well and truly disappeared. The only lead was that he was watching Lord Lyrason’s house. If Lord Lyrason took him, we’ll probably never find him—unless he’s released as a halfsoul, that is.” I reached out to touch her knee, softening my features as I noted dismay on Annabelle’s face, quickly hidden. “It doesn’t sound good, Annabelle. But if Lord Lyrason has taken him, that’s not your fault.”

She looked away, her lips tightening, and immediately changed the subject by checking the clock. “I’ve told a servant to let us know when Lyrason arrives so we can eavesdrop on any conversations he has with the king. Venerick will be here in thirty minutes. I think it would be good for you both to meet and talk. He’s still half terrified of Kasten. But…I want him to start making up his mind for himself about the two of you, instead of basing his opinion on what he must be constantly hearing from Duke James, and it will be interesting to see how he behaves. Of course, he has no idea of what is really going on. Give him nothing. I truly don’t know where his allegiances lie. I’m hoping to slowly find out. After you leave, tell Kasten that if he can sneak soldiers into my guard, he has my permission, but it won’t be easy. I’ll talk to Sir Finch. He’s in charge of my protection and security. If you can send me some female guards, I will say to Sir Finch that I wish to have more guardswomen since I feel more comfortable around them and that these have come recommended. I know Kasomere is close to the Tyrazastan border so you have a few of their famous female warriors settled there, like your own. Guards like that would be appreciated, but they can’t seem to come from Kasten or he will go straight to the king, and I will be in enormous trouble.”

I nodded. “We can arrange that, I’m sure.”

She stretched and looked across the room at the window before seeming to deflate. “I just feel that none of this is going to end well.”

I reached out to take her hand. She must have been so lonely contemplating all of this. “I know what you mean. Whatever is about to happen is going to be scary.”

Annabelle nodded, almost to herself. “There has to be some way to prevent things from becoming violent. I should talk to Father again and try to turn him against Lyrason. Warn him of my fears. If he can find another way to keep Stirling safe…I mean surely they’ve harvested enough vitality for him by now? Can’t they just use that and stop making halfsouls? He shouldn’t need to keep working with that man.”

I nodded in enthusiasm. “If he stops Lyrason himself, everything will be much easier.”

Annabelle clenched her fists. “If only he weren’t so proud and stubborn.” She sighed and suddenly looked down and picked at her nails. “I’m sorry. You must think I’m selfish. My father has tried to kill your husband so many times. And the experiments under his orders almost killed you. He has clearly done unspeakable things. Yet here I am fixated on ways to save him and brushing everything he’s done under the carpet. I know he has wronged you. Deeply. I just…” She sighed in frustration. “I’m sorry. Forgive me.”

I stood up, crossed the small space between us, and sat beside her, still cradling my hot chocolate. “It’s all a mess, isn’t it? It’s good to want to protect your family, but in truth, I think the public deserves to know what he has done. He should admit to it and abdicate. That would be the easy, smooth solution. As far as we know, Stirling is ignorant of all of this. But he might not be healthy enough to take the crown once the halfsouls stop.”

Annabelle stared at the fire. “Then that would leave me as next in line to clear up the mess. I always assumed Father would live to an old age and then Stirling would take over in decades time. I never…. But there’s no use wishing, is there.”

I took her hand again with my free one. “Kasten and I will support you. We’ll make sure you have everything you need.”

She met my eyes, and I could see many conflicting emotions in hers. But she merely squeezed my hand in response before letting it go.

She straightened, and her voice became strangely bright as if she were forcing it. “While we wait for Venerick, have you ever shot a crossbow?”

I almost dropped my mug at the sudden change of topic. “A crossbow? No. I don’t think I’ve ever done anything with a weapon.”

Annabelle stood. “You should. Things might become violent, and you should be able to defend yourself. It’s easy. You don’t need to be as strong as if you were shooting a normal bow. I have one here. I practice shooting a target across the room when I'm bored. Of course, Father doesn't know I use it inside. But since we’re sharing secrets, here’s one more.”

It seemed to me that Annabelle got bored very easily.

My eyes widened as she pulled a scarred target from under her bed and hung it up over a priceless painting. Then she fished out a crossbow from her wardrobe. It was far larger than I had expected; I’d never seen one up close before. She said it was easy, but that thing looked heavy.

She grinned at my expression. “Come on. I’ll show you. This is my lightest one, though it’s still good exercise for your arms. You’ll be surprised how fun it is.”


VENERICK
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My schedule dictated it was time to call on Annabelle, and I had been nervous about it all morning. I straightened my steel grey jacket as I shifted between my feet outside her door. I’d changed my jacket and trousers especially for this meeting. One could tell with a mere glance that Annabelle was somebody who cared about appearances. She was always immaculate. She was also stunning enough that I found it hard to say the right words around her.

I muttered a curse when I spotted a small ink stain on my shirt and pulled my jacket sleeve lower to cover it up. I had been writing legal documents all morning. Some of them had been mind-numbingly long. It was a wonder that I hadn’t spattered more ink than I had. I really should have changed my shirt as well, but I’d thought with my jacket buttoned up she wouldn’t see it.

I blew out a long breath and straightened my back. I didn’t want Annabelle to pick up on my nerves. I wanted her to think me calmly competent. Our relationship was still static despite my help with Sir Halfield. She had given me nothing more of substance. She was polite rather than curious. All delightful smiles and sweet touches, but no trace of vulnerability.

And I craved that side of her. The real side that nobody else saw. I was certain she was so much more than she appeared. Her unexplained presence negotiating between Lord Lyrason and General Kasten had proved my suspicions.

I knocked on the door, and her maid, Hetty, opened it. She bobbed a curtsy. “My Lord High Chancellor. Please come in.”

I thanked her and walked into the tidy, richly decorated sitting room where Annabelle liked to entertain personal guests. I was surprised to find I wasn’t the only guest present. And Lady Sophie Batton wasn’t somebody I was aware Annabelle regularly associated with. But I supposed, if she saw General Kasten as her brother, she would see Lady Sophie as her sister. And that would explain why Annabelle had wanted me to expedite the banishment of Lady Sophie’s father to protect her.

Annabelle cared about her. And that meant I had to make a good impression on Lady Sophie. If only I knew a little more about her. Normally, when I was to meet new nobles or people of importance, I thoroughly researched their backgrounds first. Today I was caught off guard. But I was intrigued, nonetheless—very intrigued. Was Annabelle testing me by having Lady Sophie here during our scheduled meeting? Did she want to see how I reacted to her?

I’d researched Lady Sophie when Annabelle had asked me to help with her situation but hadn’t gone much further than her relationship with her father and the circumstances of her two marriages. I had dug far deeper into the previous affairs of Sir Halfield, which gave me no qualms about recommending his banishment as quickly as possible. I also knew the lord who her half sister had married—I had, in fact, suggested him to the king—but Lady Sophie herself was still largely an unknown. I would have to trust my observation skills.

I bowed to both Annabelle and Lady Sophie as they stood to greet me. Annabelle appeared relaxed, her hair in a complex style. Lady Sophie appeared shy, a slight flush to her cheeks. Her dress was lighter as if designed to fade into the background.

Annabelle smiled. “Venerick, please let me introduce Lady Sophie. We were having a pleasant conversation. I thought she could join us for a time.”

I bowed to Lady Sophie again, deeper than needed, and placed a kiss on the air above her hand. “It is an honor, my lady.”

Lady Sophie didn’t seem to be expecting my greeting and returned it with a bright smile. “Oh no, it is my honor.” Her curtsy matched my bow. She was quite charming.

Annabelle didn’t seem to be watching and was pouring goblets of spiced wine. She handed one to each of us.

I smiled in thanks. “How were the envoys, my dear? I saw you a few times from a distance, and you seemed to be performing an admirable job.” She’d been calm and elegant as if she had done it hundreds of times before. A natural. I’d admired how effortless she made these momentous occasions seem.

Her face had a slight glaze to it. “I managed thanks to help from the merchants’ guild. I’m honored that my father has chosen to give me more responsibility.”

I widened my smile in encouragement. “That is excellent news.”

Lady Sophie was watching the exchange more intently than our conversation warranted. It made me suspect that she was used to a different side of Annabelle and was trying to work out the rules of our relationship so she could join the conversation appropriately.

An unpleasant twinge of jealousy moved my gaze away from her. I would get there, I just had to put in the work. And I was no stranger to hard work and patience. But seeing that she trusted a lady from a family who was out of favor with everyone in court over me stung a little. James absolutely hated Kasten’s guts. But then, James was hardly a good judge of character. I dreaded the day when the things he was up to came to light, whatever they were.

There had to be more to people’s dislike of Kasten than met the eye. And I always loved to dig beneath the surface.

I turned to Lady Sophie. “I’m sorry about your sister Irabel’s passing. I read the coroner’s report. Terribly tragic.” Her face fell, and I saw more than just sorrow there. Guilt? I hurried on. “Your other sister, Claribel, asks after you often.”

She perked up at once. “You’ve seen Claribel since her wedding?”

I smiled and took a sip of the wine. “I have. She’s a sweet girl and she’s settling in well. Their house is not grand by Adenburg standards, but Jakobe is a kind man. I’ve known him since we were boys. I can arrange for a letter to be sent from you, if you wish. Claribel mentioned she wasn’t sure if you would want to hear from her.”

Lady Sophie’s eyes creased at the edges. “Of course, I would. I will write to her. Thank you so much for the news, it is good to hear.”

I decided it would not be wise to bring up her father. Instead, I accepted her thanks with a nod. “She will be thrilled to hear I have seen you in person and that you are looking so well.”

Lady Sophie smiled. She had a wide, innocent smile that transformed her whole face. It was contagious. She couldn't have appeared more different than the general. Her willowy frame meant she had to be about a quarter of his weight. “Thank you for looking out for her well-being. I’ve been worried about her.”

I inclined my head in a small bow. “I shall continue to do so.”

I noticed Annabelle was watching me from the corner of her eye while pretending not to. I was glad she had asked me to help wrap things up with Lady Sophie’s family. The thought of anyone harming this sweet girl made the anger buried deep inside me stir.

I spent so long entangled in court cases and trying to keep the justice system fair while dealing with the likes of Lord Lyrason, I worried Annabelle felt I wasn’t readily available to support her despite our regularly scheduled meetings.

The three of us spoke for another half hour about trivial matters before Lady Sophie excused herself to go home.

At last, I was alone with my betrothed. She was quiet, and I wondered if I should excuse myself too. She was probably still tired from dealing with the envoys yesterday.

“Venerick,” Annabelle paused with a conflicted expression, and my breath caught. Whatever she was about to say was important and not for show. This meant something more. She straightened. “Venerick, I’m sorry to ask this, but I was wondering if you could do me another favor?”

Now this sounded like the true test, as if meeting Sophie had just been the pretext to see if I qualified for it. Just like the test to help banish Sophie’s father. At last, her trust in me was growing. I tried not to seem too eager. “Of course.”

She winced. “If I give you a name, could you look into his disappearance, no questions asked? And in a way that doesn’t trace back to me?”

Of all the questions she could have asked, this was the last thing I was expecting. Was she involved in something big? Or was she helping a friend? I chose my words carefully to be as unthreatening as possible. “It sounds like something that would easily come under my repertoire.”

She hesitated again and my curiosity grew. At last, she took a deep breath and looked down, twisting the goblet between her fingers. “Please be careful. His name is Regan Jones.”


SOPHIE
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To my frustration, Lord Lyrason didn’t turn up for the campaign planning or have any secret meetings with the king for Annabelle and I to eavesdrop on all morning, so I decided to head home after an hour of lingering, giving space for the princess to talk to Venerick. I couldn’t exactly stay in or around Annabelle’s rooms all day. Not without raising suspicion, anyway. Besides, she had many other duties. I suspected the king would already be cautious about the amount of time we were spending together.

I got halfway down the corridor before I heard Kasten’s voice calling my name. I turned in surprise to see him striding toward us. How had he known I was leaving?

I frowned at Meena in suspicion. “Did you just signal to him on your detector?” Various signals had been going off all day, none that I recognized, and I’d had the sound turned down to concentrate on Annabelle.

Meena looked sheepish. “Yes, my lady. The general asked to be notified when we were leaving the palace. He likes to be kept up to date on your movements.”

“Oh.” I supposed that made sense for him to know where I was. But why had he come? Had something happened?

Kasten stopped beside me and looked me up and down. “Are you well?”

I nodded, still taken aback by his sudden appearance. “Aren’t you still in the war council meeting? Or have you stopped for lunch?”

He shrugged. “I asked to be excused briefly. I wanted to escort you home.”

I took a step back. “Escort me? Why? Kasten, you need to be in that meeting. It’s important. You can’t afford to antagonize anyone in there.”

He looked down and shrugged, then fixed me with one of his intense stares that made me lose my train of thought. “I’ll only be gone for half an hour and they’re breaking soon anyway. The king excused me.”

I shifted, uncomfortable, though his tone was confident.

The corner of his mouth twitched, and his voice lowered to a more teasing tone. “Don’t you want to spend time with me, Sophie?”

I shook myself and let his gaze warm me. “Yes, of course, Kasten.”

He stepped closer to me, his eyes briefly flicking to my lips and bringing back memories of the night before last. I felt my cheeks warm and looked away, taking his arm and pulling us forward. Meena was awkwardly looking everywhere but us.

Kasten chuckled under his breath and closed his free hand over where mine was resting on his arm. My stomach flipped.

We didn’t speak until we reached the front steps and Kasten summoned our carriage. I turned to him and patted his arm. “Kasten, thank you for coming, but you really should go back now. It’s only a short carriage ride, and I’ll be with Meena. I don’t want to undermine all the hard work you’ve put in with the campaign planning and discovering what’s going on.”

Kasten shook his head. “Give me just fifteen more minutes with you, Sophie. Please. Fifteen minutes to simply be myself.”

The carriage pulled up, and he helped me up the step before climbing in with me. The floor tipped with his weight. He sat beside me and took my hand again, his thumb stroking back and forth.

I tried to read his expression. “Do you want to talk about your morning? Has it been especially hard?”

He sighed. “Only the usual. And actually, I just want a normal moment with you free of pressure and schemes. We haven’t had much time recently to simply enjoy each other’s company.”

I squeezed his hand back. I could respect that.

We didn’t speak until the carriage pulled up in Highfair outside our house. He hooked his finger under my chin and kissed me before helping me out.

“I’ll be back this evening. Get some rest.”

I waved at the retreating carriage as it took him back to the palace. It was only once I was back in the quiet of my room that I could process my thoughts once more. His attentiveness was sweet, and of course, I enjoyed his company, but had his need to see me for a short period of time really been so great? No, he had been protecting me. And he had chosen to personally protect me over focusing on the job he was supposed to be doing. I was becoming an unhelpful distraction and worry.

My frustration grew as Beatrice helped me change into a less formal dress. Couldn’t he see that I wasn’t so weak and useless to need him beside me every hour of every day?

Or was I being unfair? Kasten was right, we hadn’t been spending much quality time together since we’d arrived in Adenburg. Maybe I should be reassured by his behavior.

But this didn’t seem like the right time to be making our marriage the priority. Not when the entire kingdom was at stake.

To stop myself from overthinking further, I headed straight downstairs to find Sir Luke and Sir Philip so we could discuss how to get the guardswomen Annabelle requested to look like they had come from a different lord. It was going to be difficult.
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Kasten came home three hours later, and his first action was to choose four guards from his personal battalion to join my private guards along with Meena. Any doubts that his earlier attentiveness had been driven by anything other than my protection vanished.

Personal guards were heavily frowned on in the palace, so we planned to disguise two as maids and one as a footman. If anyone questioned the remaining male guard and Meena, I hoped my recent scare of becoming a halfsoul would seem a valid excuse. Kasten didn’t want to take any chances with my security, and when I asked if they were really necessary, he said he felt better having them close to Annabelle too since it was going to take much longer to sneak soldiers into her guard. I agreed. We were on the edge of a coup after all and if I was guarded well, Kasten would stop being so distracted worrying about me.

Kasten was smuggling and hiding men everywhere, it seemed. Everything felt like a pot ready to boil over, and I wondered how long we could go on like this.

Both of us were quiet as we went to bed, and I slept with my back to him. Part of me wanted to curl up in his arms as I was accustomed to, but I didn’t want thoughts about my fertility to distract me from more important things tomorrow. I couldn’t cope with a repeat of the activities of the other night right now, and if he started kissing me again like he had before, I wasn’t sure I would have the self-control to stop. I wanted him, but I didn’t yet trust myself to face my fears.

So instead, I allowed my back to press against the warmth of his arm, dwelling on that sensation alone, and was lulled to sleep by his steady breathing.
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The next morning, a tired Callum turned up at breakfast without a jacket, his loose white shirt smeared with soot and ink.

Kasten and I looked up at him in surprise. He grinned as he collapsed into a seat and filled his plate to overflowing with bacon, eggs, cheese and bread. “I may not have discovered a cure exactly, but I have the next best thing. I’ve learned to replicate the sort of collars Mister Gregane uses on the Originals, but made as something far more subtle.” He held up a chain of glittering metal links. “This works like a shield that will cut off two haemalcomy poles. If you get bitten while wearing this, you’ll suffer the infection for a day or two, but no vitality or anything else will be drawn out of you, nor will anything be added.”

Kasten sat up. “How many can you make and how quickly can you make them? If all our people in Kasomere wear these all the time, it will be a good protection.”

Callum winced. “It will take me about a day to make each one, and they are expensive, but I’ll do what I can.” He passed the chain to Kasten to inspect. “It will disrupt any haemalcomy that involves any part of your body. That means it will also stop the pyramidal tracking devices from working.”

Kasten pulled a face and grunted. “What counts as wearing them, then? Can you carry them on your person and only put them on if needed?”

Callum nodded. “If there is enough of a barrier between them and your skin, then yes. For full effect the whole chain needs to touch your skin. I’ve made these into bracelets that can be worn at the wrist or upper arm, but they need to be worn tightly.”

Kasten nodded. “Sophie and I can carry them. The rest of you can wear them.”

Callum gave me a sideways grin. “Sophie is likely immune. Her body has already defeated the infection once, and there is metal in her blood. I suspect she doesn’t need one at all.”

Kasten frowned. “Unless we know that for certain, she should still carry one.”

I frowned. “Since we only have a few, surely it would be better to give it to somebody else who will definitely need it if bitten. The halfsouls ignore me.”

Kasten’s voice became sharper. “No. You are the lady of our household. You should have one.”

I didn’t push him.

Callum inclined his head. “The starstone has probably given you some protection as well, Kasten. The amount of power and vitality you possess when using it would take a lifetime to draw out. But still, you should both carry one.” He tossed two pouches on the table. “I’ll start making more today after I’ve gotten a few hours of sleep.”

Kasten took them, passed one pouch to me, and pocketed the other. He stood and patted Callum on the back. I opened the draw string and stroked the pale golden chain before securing it to my belt next to the bag of medical supplies I carried around for emergencies.

I took in the shadows under Callum’s eyes and the paleness of his skin as he devoured his food. I passed him the teapot. “We can’t do this without your amazing brain, Callum. Rest and look after it.”

He shrugged. “Well, I’d rather we don’t need what I’m making and that you two find a way to resolve this peacefully without us being overrun with halfsouls.”

I patted his hand as Kasten grunted. “I think we all hope for that.”

After breakfast, I walked to the door with Kasten to bid him farewell, since I wasn’t due to see Annabelle again until tomorrow. He cupped my cheek and kissed my lips, caressing my chin with his thumb. Despite all my fears and frustrations, his kisses still made my stomach dip.

He leaned in and spoke quietly. “Are you doing all right, Sophie?”

I nodded with a smile. “I’m sorry I’ve been quiet, Kasten. I’ve had a lot on my mind, and after so much time in the palace talking with Annabelle, sometimes I run out of words.”

The corners of his lips tilted up in that half smile I knew so well. “I can relate to that. Everyone in the palace seems like they can talk from dawn to dusk. But…” I could tell he didn’t believe me. He didn’t believe I was coping well. “If anything is bothering you, you can tell me. Especially if it has to do with your safety in the palace. I worry about you in there, even with Annabelle.”

I nodded, hiding that frustration that he still saw me as weak and vulnerable. Yet he wouldn’t let me take risks that proved I was not. “I’m safe enough, Kasten. I have Meena and now all these extra guards.”

He didn’t seem very reassured. “I’ll see you this evening. Try to talk to Prince Stirling without annoying him.”

He grimaced. “I’m no saint, but I’ll try.” He kissed me again, this time on the forehead as his hand cupped the back of my head. His fingers intertwined with my hair, and for a moment his hand lingered as if he was struggling to let go. Then he turned and strode to the stables without a backward glance.


ANNABELLE
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Had I been mistaken to give Venerick the name of Regan Jones? I guessed I was about to find out.

What if Venerick’s investigations had revealed that he was part of my information network and that I was spying on Lyrason? But surely, even if he found out, he wouldn’t see that as so bad. I suspected many nobles had private sources of information, and half the court had to be interested in what Lyrason was up to.

But what would he think of me if it turned out that I’d gotten the boy killed? For the first time, I realized I cared what Venerick thought about me. I hadn’t given his thoughts and feelings much consideration before. But his opinions were thought through and sensitive. I wanted him to approve of me, and I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing.

His friendship with Duke James troubled me. But if Venerick could be persuaded to join the fight against Lyrason’s plans, that same friendship might be the key to stopping Lyrason from using the city guard to take Adenburg. It could be the difference between us winning and losing if Lyrason initiated a coup.

But how could I know I could trust him? If he was on Lord Lyrason and Duke James’s side, I couldn’t give him anything he could use against us.

I smoothed down my lacey sapphire skirts and walked into the orangery with a smooth expression. Venerick was waiting for me, sitting on one of the wrought iron chairs and staring off through the open glass doors to the palace gardens. He was always punctual. He had never once kept me waiting.

He was dressed smartly as always, his hairstyle slightly odd and bouncy and his demeanor distant when he wasn’t engaged in conversation. I struggled to believe such an earnest man could have known about the halfsouls and done nothing about them. But how could he miss Duke James’s deliberate gaps in the city guard when they worked together so closely?

He caught sight of me at once and hurried to stand, bowing far deeper than necessary. At least, he was polite. And sweet.

His eyes took me in as he spread his arms. “My dear, you look simply beautiful.”

His words touched me a little deeper today, whereas before they had merely sounded like the expected pleasantries. He truly did seem to find me attractive, and I was glad. “Thank you, Venerick. I thought I would wear the earrings you gave me, and this dress was the perfect color to show them off.”

He pulled out a chair for me, and I settled into it. Venerick cleared his throat and looked around to make sure we were alone. Hetty was standing far back against the wall, as was my regular guard.

He licked his lips. “I did some investigation into Regan Jones and…it is all very odd. I have to ask, Annabelle, and forgive me for doing so, but what is your connection to him? I don’t want you to be ignorant of potential danger.”

I swallowed, goosebumps prickling on my skin. I sat at a crossroads. How much of the truth did I tell Venerick, and how much did I risk? If I hadn’t been so desperate, so scared for my family, I would have never even given him the name in the first place.

Venerick seemed to see something in my face because he reached over and rested his hand over mine. The simple kindness of his gesture made me strangely emotional. I hated feeling emotional. One slip of my expression, and it could cause irreversible damage.

“I have no direct connection with him. We have a mutual acquaintance who he sometimes gives information to in exchange for a few coins like many people who spend time on the streets. My acquaintance said he disappeared and nobody knows what has happened to him. I asked a few questions, but I’m wary of making things worse.”

Venerick gave me a sympathetic look. “I’m afraid it is more common than many realize. People disappear every day in Adenburg.”

I knew this only too well. All those people downtown who were killed by halfsouls only for it to be met by silence. A twinge of anger at the injustice made me frown and look him in the eyes. “But they shouldn’t.”

Venerick’s face appeared very serious as he nodded in agreement. “No. They shouldn’t.”

I swallowed. “What happened to him, Venerick?”

He pulled a sour, uncertain expression. “He went missing outside Lord Lyrason’s house. In all honesty, I suspect Lyrason dispatched of him in some way. I’ve traced quite a few disappearances back to him, especially shortly after his assassination attempt. The man puts down threats very efficiently. And if he thought that boy was spying on him…” He shrugged.

I crossed my arms over my chest, my anger not abating despite my desperate need to control it during this conversation. “If Lyrason is killing people, why has nothing been done about it?”

He watched me for a long moment, taking in my expression. “You don’t have fond feelings for him at all, do you?”

The observation caught me so completely off guard that I sat back in my chair in surprise. Venerick didn’t speak again so I uttered, “No. Everyone knows about his halfsoul experiments. The man is a monster.”

I might have imagined the small smile making Venerick’s lips twitch, but he covered it by raising his teacup. “There is plenty of evidence. I have recorded much of it personally, in case it was needed for future cases. But he is practically untouchable by the law.” He lifted his eyes to mine. “As you have recently seen.”

I couldn’t hide my distaste. “Because he’s rich?”

“No. Because…of your father, Annabelle. He stops any accusations and official investigations in their tracks. He says Lyrason has permission to perform duties that put him outside my jurisdiction.” Venerick was watching me very closely now.

A strange, desperate recklessness spurred me on. “And Duke James keeps his guards away when Lyrason releases halfsouls.”

He winced and stirred his tea. “Unfortunately, I fear that you are right. I wasn’t aware you were following him so closely, especially where many have chosen to turn a blind eye to avoid the king’s displeasure.”

I placed the palms of my hands flat on the table. “It shouldn’t be happening. Lord Lyrason shouldn’t be immune to the law. Father shouldn’t let him do whatever he wishes.”

Venerick nodded, straightening. He almost looked…pleased. He locked his fingers together. “I quite agree that justice should be for everyone. Following a justice system that excludes a wealthy few brings justice for the many into jeopardy. But unfortunately, there’s not always an easy path to ensure the system is fair.”

I focused on his features, observing the passion behind his words, which easily matched my own frustration. He appeared to really care about true justice which was reassuring since I had gone too far to retreat now. “Don’t you wonder why? Don’t you wonder why Father has given Lyrason immunity despite his obvious crimes?”

Venerick leaned forward, his face becoming serious. “People have been killed for asking questions far less direct than that one, my dear.”

I met his eyes. “What hope has a kingdom if everyone is too paralyzed by fear to stand up for what it should be?”

Venerick said nothing for a moment. I half expected him to give me a placating smile that was amused at my naivety and then turn the conversation to more conventional topics. Instead, his expression became more animated. He dropped his voice. “I have an interesting theory, if you wish to hear it. Do you remember when your brother had pneumonia? He was ill for an entire year. And then, his chronic symptoms vanished without any explanation. It was then, that night, that Lyrason became close to the king. He was given land, money, and respect without any obvious reason. I was only ten at the time, but I have always taken an interest when people act in unusual ways. It’s why I went into the justice system. And also, around that time—and even more strange—Eloise Moore appeared at the palace for a night.”

I frowned, listening even closer as his voice fell further for the last sentence. “Who is Eloise Moore?” Noah had mentioned her too, something about owning the kryalcomy workshop before Tyler Gregane.

Venerick looked left and right even though we had been alone the whole time. “It is forbidden to talk about her, and her name has been removed from all records. The queen, your mother, will not stand to acknowledge her existence.”

My mouth dried. “Do you mean she’s Kasten’s mother? My father’s former mistress?”

He nodded.

I shook my head. “It makes no sense for her to have been at the palace. She was banished years before that.”

A small, excited smile twisted his lips, making clear that he was enjoying the mystery. He had a nice smile when it was genuine. “She was. She should have been in Kollenstar. But I saw her in the palace when I was raiding biscuits from the kitchen in the night—wrong of me, I know. I was staying here with my uncle for a week to make ‘intentional friendships’ as he put it, and he never provided me with enough food. At that age I was ravenous all the time. Anyway, the day before, Kasten had been poisoned. He was still very, very sick. At the time, I assumed Eloise Moore had been allowed back from exile to see him before he died, but looking back on that night years later, I realized there was no way she could have arrived that fast after he became ill. Then she vanished again. And Kasten survived.”

I tapped my fingers on the tablecloth, excited to have another source of information. I didn’t remember Kasten being unwell, but we had always been kept apart as children. “Who poisoned him?” I dreaded the answer already.

Venerick shrugged. “It was never proved, and the case was quickly dropped. I’ve read the records of the investigation, and they are brief and inconclusive. I believe Kasten thinks it was the king.” He slowed the last words, again watching my reaction.

How old would Kasten have been? Eleven? Twelve? A month ago, I would have laughed at the suggestion that my father could have done that. Now I really wasn’t sure. My whole world trembled around me full of lies and half-truths.

Kasten had told me our father had tried to kill him many times before. I assumed he was referring to being put in dangerous situations on the battlefield. Poisoning a child was a different matter entirely. Surely Father would never do such a thing?

At last, I dragged in a breath. “So you think Lyrason cured Stirling and thus was granted a reward?” This theory was similar to the one I had discussed with Sophie.

Venerick waggled his eyebrows. “What if Kasten wasn’t poisoned? What if Lord Lyrason had a way to suck out his health and give it to Stirling?”

What a horrific thought. But then why was Kasten nothing like a halfsoul? An earlier version of their haemalcomy maybe? And where did Eloise Moore fit into this?

I suddenly realized Venerick and I were both leaning so far over the table, our faces almost touched. What would the maid and the guard think! Thank goodness we were already engaged!

I sat back and tried to make my face neutral again as if we were talking about the plants in the orangery or the weather. “Who else knows about this?”

Venerick huffed a half-laugh, slowly shaking his head. “You know, I’ve never told anyone before. But I figured you wouldn’t be the one to get my head chopped off by telling either of your parents.”

I saw the light in his warm brown eyes, excitement at finding somebody else to share his musings with. Suddenly, I didn’t feel so alone in this. Sophie and Kasten had been friendly and supportive, but they didn’t live in the palace. They had their own world with different motivations and priorities. Venerick, well, he was in the same world as me. And when he was engaged and passionate, his entire face changed. He was full of so much life and warmth and didn’t seem dreary or boring like his reputation at all.

I kept my expression and voice casual. “I want to stop Lyrason before he harms anyone else.”

Venerick licked his lips then helped himself to a cream cake and matched my casual tone. “That would be very dangerous work, my dear.”

Would Lyrason harm me? He might not kill me, but I had the feeling he could do far worse.

The last of my restraint shattered. I stared at the flowers painted on the teapot. “I’m really scared, Venerick. I used to think I could handle anything that the world threw at me. But I can’t handle this.”

His hand coming to rest on mine was strangely comforting, and my life instantly felt less fragile. His words were slow and careful. I liked the calm softness of his voice. “Maybe this is something I could help you with? We’re meant to be getting to know each other in the run up to the wedding after all.”

I couldn’t help the small laugh that emerged. I didn’t think this was entirely what Father had in mind when he’d said that.

Venerick lifted an eyebrow. “Lyrason has sent a message to the king asking for an audience this afternoon. The king canceled all his plans for it, so it must be important.”

My breath caught in my throat, and I stood up at once. Sophie and Kasten would be in the palace at that time too. We could respond immediately to whatever their next move was.

Venerick remained seated, looking up at me with an appraising gaze. “I believe I am finally learning who my bride-to-be is.” The way he said the words was surprisingly tender and somehow grateful. “I’m glad we can learn to work together.”

My rush of excitement suddenly turned shy. Kingdoms, shyness was not something I felt often. I half smiled. “Likewise, Venerick. I would like to hear your speculations and theories more often.” I gave him a small curtsy before hurrying off to get my listening device and change into something I could easily sit on the floor in.


SOPHIE
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Amaid stopped me as I walked down the corridor to Annabelle’s room. She bobbed a curtsy and said the princess had asked for me to go and listen to her recital.

I understood what she meant at once. Trying to be as subtle as I could with three pretend servants and two guards, I hurried to the room next to the king’s office. I asked Meena and the guards to wait in an empty room nearby so they wouldn’t give us away and entered the gloomy room Annabelle used for eavesdropping without turning on the lights.

Annabelle was hiding in the same position Kasten said he’d found her in the other day, kneeling between two seats so she wasn’t visible from the door. Her eyes were wide as I approached and she kept her voice hushed, reaching out to me. “Lord Lyrason said he’s finished making the elixir of life!”

I blinked, struggling to understand the news. I squeezed between the two chairs and sat on the floor beside her until we were sandwiched together in ruffles of silk. I wished I had chosen a darker, less obvious color than cream to wear today. But her pale green and yellow dress was hardly inconspicuous either.

I leaned in so our faces were inches apart. “He’s finished it? As in he’s perfected taking vitality from halfsouls?”

She held up one finger while she continued to listen. “He says he has an elixir that contains metal which is one pole of kryalcomy. If they inject it into their blood…” She paused to listen again. “They will continue receiving life from Lyrason’s creatures forever. Lyrason says he’s discovered immortality. He’s recommending Father give it to Mother. And says it will be more effective…than the disk Stirling is currently wearing and that Mother…will no longer need to have repeated treatments. He…currently has prisoners being…harvested. But it is ready to be…released into the world and will self-perpetuate.”

I stared at Annabelle in shock. We hadn’t realized Lord Lyrason’s experiments had advanced this far. This was so fast. It was all happening so fast.

Annabelle’s face went pale as she listened. “Father wants to try it on himself first. Then he’s going to summon Mother.” She frowned as she looked up at me. “But Father isn’t even sick. Maybe he’s worried it's harmful?”

“Or maybe he wants to be the first to be immortal,” I whispered.

Annabelle stood suddenly. “I should stop him. I have to stop him. He can’t do this to me. To his people.”

I caught her sleeve. “Stop. You barging in there and simply telling him not to take it isn’t going to stop him, it will only reveal our hand. He’s been part of this for years, Annabelle. He has wanted this for years.”

She grabbed the top of my arms. “What should we do then? We can’t just do nothing!”

I bit my lip, and she froze again, listening. Her grip tightened on my arms as her fingernails dug in. “This was what they were waiting for before challenging Kasten. They were waiting to have access to all this life and strength so they’ll be harder to kill. They want his weapon, Sophie. Lord Lyrason says soldiers are in place to arrest him. They’re everywhere throughout the palace.”

I only hesitated a moment longer. “Interrupt the king and stall. Don’t say you know what’s going on. Pretend you’ve been stung by a bee or something?”

Her agitated expression turned incredulous. “A bee? Inside the palace?”

“Or something. Stall them.”

I ran out of the room without waiting for her reply. I had to warn Kasten. I lifted my hand to my detector and turned the dial back and forth to make a pattern of whines—the pattern for high alert but not rallying. Meena ran up to me as I hurried down the corridor, the other guards only a few steps behind.

“Lord Lyrason is about to use haemalcomy on the king and queen.” I turned to the four new guards. “Go back and subtly guard Princess Annabelle, but don’t go into the king’s office when she does, hide in the neighboring room unless fighting breaks out.”

They nodded and moved off without question. I rounded the corridor and found Kasten striding toward me, one hand on his sword hilt. I took a moment to appreciate how much stronger I felt with him here. If this turned into a coup, he would know what to do. He looked me up and down as he normally did, searching for injury or signs of distress. I grabbed his forearms as he approached, and even though the corridor was currently deserted, I opened a nearby door and pulled him inside. It turned out to be a closet. In a normal situation, it would have been amusing. Right now, I was just glad of the privacy. Meena was left awkwardly alone outside.

Kasten listened intently as I relayed the conversation Annabelle had overheard. He cursed. “If the king and queen take that haemalcomy, I can no longer wait. I will have to end their reign today. I won’t let their plans to arrest me go any further.” He looked at me as if in askance. “This may be the start of a civil war despite our best efforts. I’m sorry you’re going to be at the center of it.”

I pressed his knuckles to my lips. “Don’t be sorry. Never be sorry for doing what is right.”

The corner of his lips turned up. “I love you, Sophie. You are the good in me.” He pressed his forehead to mine then took a step back. “Stay here. Stay with Meena. Keep away from any fighting. I will come back for you.”

Fear tightened my chest. This was really happening. One minute I was holding his hands, then he was gone, and Meena had joined me inside the dark closet.

I had asked Annabelle to stall for us. If Lyrason really did want the crown for himself, I was only just comprehending how much danger she might be in now.


ANNABELLE
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Father was going to kill me. But the alternative was worse. I couldn’t let him destroy himself.

I burst into the room with a gasping shriek. Father stood up from his desk in alarm, Lord Lyrason leaning over his shoulder. “By the kingdoms, what is the matter?”

I fanned the air with one hand. “Father, I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe.”

I staggered, holding onto the back of the chair. Father ran to me at once and caught me, his eyes wide with panic. “What is it? What happened?”

“Bitten,” I gasped. “Spider.”

He guided me to a chair and turned to Lord Lyrason. “How many doses do you have?”

I followed his train of thought, and a sudden wave of panic made me feel sick. I was just trying to delay things. I didn’t want Father to think my life was in danger and try to inject me with haemalcomy too.

“There are three doses ready.” Lord Lyrason’s reply came from behind me. “One for Prince Stirling, one for the queen, and one for you, if you wish. The next batch will take a few days to make.”

The king licked his lips as he looked at me. “Give Stirling's dose to her instead. He already draws from his store. He can go without the upgrade for a few days.”

I grabbed his wrist. “What are you doing?”

He patted my arm. “Don’t worry, Annabelle. Lyrason has some medicine which will help you get better.”

I fell off my chair in my panic to get away from him. “No! I would rather die than accept haemalcomy. Nobody should die so I live.” I crawled backward, my hands under my back.

Father held up his hands. “Annabelle, calm down. If you start to panic, the spider venom will only spread faster.”

I staggered to my feet. “I’m fine. I’m fine. See?” I gasped in breaths and forced them to slow. “I’m not taking that. And neither should you or anyone else.”

Father frowned at me. “So you know what this is, do you?”

I hesitated before nodding. There was no way I could hide that knowledge now.

“How did you…you were eavesdropping, weren’t you. There’s no other possible explanation.” He turned and frowned at Lyrason who was analyzing me with a blank expression.

Lyrason shook his head. “I didn’t give her a listening device. Nor did I plant one in this room. She must have gotten hold of the one stolen by the Red Men somehow.”

Father barked a laugh and there was both pride and disapproval in his expression. “Impressive. You’ve always been full of surprises, Anna. But this isn’t your decision. I kept these things from you for a reason. We’ll have to talk about what you’ve been up to later.” His humor faded and he sighed. “I need you to stay calm and cooperate. Trust me. You're young and naive, Anna. Your heart is too soft, and you don’t understand how power works. I do.” He took a moment to assess my condition and ensure I was truly able to stand unaided. He softened his voice and squeezed my arm in a comforting gesture. “I know it’s tragic, but people die all the time for the stability of the country. Think of how many people die in wars. How guards willingly give their lives protecting nobility. How many people labor their whole lives with little personal reward to ensure our infrastructure. This is no different. The more stable a country's leaders are, the more stable and prosperous a nation. Some people die so many can prosper.”

I kept shaking my head. “If you take that injection, Father, I will never follow or support you. A king serves his people at his own expense. You know this.”

He lowered his voice and reached out with his fingers to stroke my cheek. “Annabelle, I know you don’t understand. I know I’ve never explained everything to you, and I will correct that later, but I need you to trust me. This is the only way to save Stirling. It’s the only way to stop your mother from dying before the year is out. I started down this road for them, many years ago. And now it is the only way to win the war against Kollenstar. We finally have a weapon more powerful than their soulless. Stopping the war will save thousands of lives.”

I frowned. “By becoming just like them.” I threw up my hands. “We went to war years ago because of the awful haemalcomy practices they use on their people.”

Father shook his head sharply. “No. We went to war because they invaded us. Their haemalcomy practices made them feel restless and invincible because they are focused on war and destruction. Ours are focused on life. Ours will prevent and end wars.”

I gripped the back of the chair, and my voice dropped to barely a whisper. “What are you going to do?”

He straightened up. “I’m going to rid the palace of the traitors and those who will hold us back. Then we will release Lyrason’s creatures into Kollenstar.”

My throat dried, and I shook my head slowly, struggling to finally accept that Father was really going to commit all these crimes. The man I thought he was completely vanished before my eyes. “How…how will you keep them in Kollenstar? How will you stop the halfsouls from spreading back over our borders or invading Tyrazastan and Nibawae?”

Father nodded encouragingly as if my concern was a valid one. “Once we are harvesting vitality on a large scale, we can give soldiers on the border vitality stores they can draw life from. They will literally be sucking the life out of the halfsouls as they attack. The war has ensured our fortifications are strong and well maintained, the other bordering countries too.”

I still couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “But you’ll wipe out an entire nation of people.”

The king laid a heavy hand on my shoulder. “The world will be a much better place without Kollenstar. They have taken enough lives and started enough wars. Now will you take the injection?”

I backed away and shook my head.

He sighed. “Fine. If you are sure the effects of the venom are subsiding. If there was ever a spider to begin with. You will come around, my dear. You will see the good that it brings.”

He turned to Lyrason. “I will take the injection first. If there are no bad effects, we will give it to the queen and Stirling.”

Lord Lyrason dipped its head. “I assure you, it is well tested to be safe. I used it on several subjects from prison, though of course none remain now. The queen should be here shortly. Shall we summon Stirling too?”

Father nodded. “Yes, yes.” He focused on the leather case Lyrason was carrying and there was a strange light in his eyes. As he stepped toward Lyrason, his voice lowered as if it wasn't for my ears. “You, Lyrason, are about to become exceedingly rich. Our partnership will last generations.”

As he took another step away from me, I grabbed his sleeve. “Don’t do this. Please don’t do this. You’re healthy. You don’t need to live forever.”

He pulled my hand off and forcibly sat me down. “Annabelle, you are not well. You need to rest. If you struggle to breathe again, you must tell me at once, but you seem to be making quite a…remarkable recovery.” He raised his eyebrow in a dry expression.

Lord Lyrason returned from talking to a guard, and Gregane entered. He must have been waiting somewhere unseen in the corridor. “I shall get the injections ready.” He placed a leather case on the king’s desk and clicked it open.

I couldn’t believe this was happening. I stood back up and tilted my chin higher. “If you take this, Father, I will no longer follow you. I will oppose everything you do.”

Father ignored me and muttered something to Lyrason.

I wished I had my crossbow.

Lyrason drew up a yellow liquid in a syringe and instructed Father to roll up his sleeve.

The door crashed open.

We all turned as one to see Kasten looming in the doorway, his sword drawn. His face was emotionless, but everything about him was dangerous.

“What is the meaning of this?” the king shouted.

Part of me was relieved. The other part was terrified by what was about to happen.

Kasten gestured to the syringe in Lyrason’s hand. “If you allow him to inject that into you, I will be forced to arrest you both.”

Father snorted. “You can’t arrest the king, you fool. Sheathe your sword.”

Kasten closed the door behind him and took another menacing step forward. “I will not stand idly by while you practice the darkest forms of haemalcomy. You cannot do this and remain king.”

The king tilted his head to one side as he assessed Kasten up and down. “Do you think I don’t know what you’ve been up to? Do you think I don’t know that you’re planning a coup? I have eyes everywhere. You’ve been trickling in Kasomere soldiers, infiltrating my guard. Your people have been seen around strategic points in the city.” He scoffed without humor. “We’re well prepared for you. Put away your sword, Kasten. You will never be king. I will always be stronger than you.”

Kasten remained unruffled but just stood waiting, one eyebrow raised questioningly. It was clear he was giving Father one last chance.

I took a step toward him, still struggling to think straight. “Don’t kill him, Kasten. Whatever he does. Please.”

He inclined his head just the slightest bit toward me. My heart thumped so hard it felt like it was about to escape my chest.

Someone knocked on the door, and then Stirling and Mother entered. Stirling drew his sword in alarm as soon as he saw Kasten. I tried to make eye contact with the general, but he stayed focused on his half brother and Father. My mother stood frozen, her hands over her mouth.

The tension was so thick even my breathing sounded noisy. There had to be something I could do.

The king cleared his throat. “Annabelle, Charlotte, Stirling. Wait next door please. Alert the guards that there is a coup taking place and that they should arrest Kasten’s household and anyone else associated with him.”

I gasped. “Father! He is merely telling you not to take that injection…”

The king spun to me. “Enough! I will hear nothing more from you. Now the three of you go next door and lock the door until I summon you.”

Kasten remained motionless except to give me a small nod. Did he want me somewhere safe too? Or did he want me to leave so I didn’t see what he was about to do? Stirling grabbed my arm and half-led half-dragged me from the room. I closed my eyes. I had liaised successfully between Kasten and Lyrason before. But this time…this time it wasn’t right to stop Kasten. It was my father who needed to be stopped.

Kasten was in the right. He’d been in the right all along, and I’d been a fool. Father was the monster.

Stirling pushed me into the room with Mother and started giving orders to the guards, some of whom started to move chairs around, preparing to form a barricade. I grabbed his arm. “Stirling, stop. Just get the full guard into the castle. We don’t yet know who is behind any coup. Kasten is just trying to stop…”

He pushed me back. “What is wrong with you, Annabelle! Kasten is and has always been a villain. He’s bewitched you. Didn’t you hear the orders Father clearly gave us?”

I shook my head slowly, letting my disappointment show on my face. I wouldn’t let Father and Lyrason get away with this.

I turned from the room and ran down the corridor. Stirling swore before slamming the door behind me. The lock clicked. I felt guilty about abandoning them, but I had to find Sophie before the guards arrested her.

I ran, tears streaming down my cheeks. A door opened, and strong arms grabbed me pulling me inside. I screamed before a hand clamped over my mouth.


KASTEN
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Ilifted my sword, but stopped as Lord Lyrason pulled the cap from the needle. I shifted my feet, not even daring to blink as disgust and disappointment crept through my bones. I remembered the king’s own advice to me as a child, echoing across twenty years.

Never be the first to start a war.

I wanted the king to make the first move. I needed to see this. I needed to see the king accept the injection of the metal that formed a haemalcomy pole for vitality so that my responding actions of removing him from his throne would be justified and above challenge. No doubt could remain. The metal in his veins would prove to everyone in court that he was unfit to rule.

And if I was to become the monster everyone expected, I had to know the monsters I fought were worse.

As soon as he started to draw on vitality, I would arrest him using the power of the starstone and wrap Callum’s bracelet around his wrist to stop it from working.

Lord Lyrason injected the king, and everything inside me became deathly still. He had shown me the only right path I could take.

The king had to be replaced—the king and Lord Lyrason and everyone else involved. I would happily commit treason if it meant these experiments went no further.

I lifted my sword, holding it to the king’s throat. “Abdicate. If you refuse, I will be forced to remove you by force.” I prepared to send a blast of power at Lyrason, the moment he moved. I wouldn’t be giving that snake another chance to escape.

The king’s lips started to curve up in a smile. Clearly, they had something they believed would defend them against me. But then he frowned, looking down at his arm as the needle was removed. He lifted one hand to his head.

Lord Lyrason spoke as he placed the vial back in its case. “Dizziness is a normal side effect. Stay seated and wait for it to pass.”

The king’s skin was growing pale, and his cheeks were drawn. I had seen this transformation before, but not this fast. My plans and intentions fell away to horror.

I stepped back, gestured to the king with my sword, and looked at Lord Lyrason. “What did you give him?”

Lord Lyrason smiled, his eyes bright with the elation of victory. “I injected the vitality harvesting metal directly instead of giving him the metal that receives vitality.” He looked down at the king. “But don’t worry. I’ve not added any violence, nor can he transmit.There’s no infectious agent attached to the metal. He is quite safe.”

No, no. I had expected him to inject something that enabled him to receive vitality which we would be able to stop with Callum’s bracelet once he was arrested. Not something that would kill him.

Callum’s bracelet.

I fumbled for the chain and prepared to place it on the king, but Lyrason placed a knife at his throat. He frowned at me. “Take one step forward, and I’ll kill him quicker.”

I shook my head as the enormity of Lyrason’s plans hit me. I started to plan how to disarm him, but my eyes were drawn back again to the king and the rapid changes that were taking place. The king’s eyes grew wide as the tendons stuck out on his arms. He mouthed words to Lord Lyrason, but no sound came out.

I was helpless. I hadn’t intended to let him die, and I wanted him to know that. Sophie had told Annabelle we would try to keep her family safe even amid the change of power. I hoped she would believe me.

The king’s eyes found mine, and I grimaced at the pleading I saw in them as he struggled to remain in his chair. Lord Lyrason’s blade was still at his throat. If I fired the power of the starstone at them now, I would hit the king too.

Lord Lyrason leaned close to the king’s ear. “I did everything for you. I saved your precious son. I slaved away unrecognized for years. You promised me a place in the royal family, and yet you treated me like dirt. Annabelle should have been mine. Then you didn’t lift a finger to save me when Kasten showed up at my door.” He jabbed a finger at me. “Did you really think I would’ve forgiven you just because you promised me Kasomere and the spoils from Kollenstar? Not, when I can have it all without you. So die, and know I shall have Annabelle after all. The life force of you and the rest of your family will become mine as I sit on your throne forever.”

The king crumpled to the ground with a horrible thud. I automatically stepped forward with a hand outstretched, then held back, turning off all my emotions. He wasn’t my father. He hadn’t been my father for a long time. I owed him nothing.

I blew out a long breath to bring my mind to focus. I turned to Lord Lyrason and raised my sword once more. “I’m arresting you for the murder of the king.” With my other hand I switched the dial on my detector to send a new message. Our prearranged signal for taking control of the palace. We’d only had three days to get into position. It was far from ideal, but we’d have to work with what we had.

Lord Lyrason scoffed. “How does it feel to see your father die? You could have stopped it, you know. Had you acted sooner, I wouldn’t have been able….”

Gregane started moving behind him. Lord Lyrason was talking to stall for time. I didn’t wait for him to finish, but drew on the power of the starstone and swiped a wave of power toward him. Instead of hitting Lyrason as I’d intended, the energy exploded before us in a white ring of blinding light, shattering the desk. A ringing screamed in my ear, and I staggered back from the force.

What in all the kingdoms…

I blinked the stars from my vision. When the room had stopped spinning, Lyrason and Gregane were gone. The door was open. I cursed. Next time, I would kill him the old fashioned way. Maybe I was becoming too reliant on kryalcomy. Lord Lyrason was always prepared.

Royal guards rushed into the room and saw me with my sword drawn, the desk shattered, and the king dead on the floor.

One of them looked me in the eyes and bellowed, “General Kasten has murdered the king!”

I swore and lifted my sword halfheartedly to point to the body. “It wasn’t me. It was Lord Lyrason.” Even before I said the words, I knew they were useless. Many of these men were probably Lyrason’s. It was no longer time for talking. I had to make sure Sophie, Annabelle, and Callum were safe. I had to kill Lord Lyrason once and for all.

“Arrest or kill General Kasten!”

I drew a small amount of power and did an experimental swipe. The two men to the left flew back from an arc of silvery light and slammed to the floor. There were no strange explosions; it worked perfectly. I ducked as a guardswoman reached my right and swiped at my head. I stretched out one leg and made a low wide swipe. I didn’t hold back. The silvery arc formed all around me and shot through the room sending all the soldiers flying far more violently than before. They slammed into the walls, crashed into the splinters of the desk, skidded across the carpet.

The room fell silent.

I stepped over the bodies as three crossbow bolts fired through the open door. I lifted my sword, and the silvery light shattered them all midair. I sent another arc into the two guardsmen in the corridor.

The power pulsed inside me, and it felt good to let it out. Finally, I was free to act on decades of suppressed anger.

I looked behind me at the crumpled body of the king, half buried beneath the desk. I would not mourn him. He had received his just punishment. I shut off that part of my brain and focused.

We needed to take control of Adenburg and only had one hundred men with which to do so…plus whoever would be loyal to Annabelle over Lord Lyrason. And only if she would still openly unite with us after all the accusations spread around the palace.

One hundred troops versus thousands. Felt like familiar odds. Only this time, I didn’t have to hide my weapons.

I cleared the corridor and kicked open the next door to secure Prince Stirling and the queen. Two guards positioned behind a turned up table immediately loosed crossbow bolts. I fell to the floor on instinct, having no time to block, and rolled back behind the wall before springing to my feet. I considered swiping starlight through the open door at the table without revealing my body, but I didn’t know who else was hiding behind that table. I didn’t want to hurt Stirling or the queen.

It would take them at least six seconds to reload the bolts, and I was prepared for them now. I would have to risk it.

I drew strength from my reserve and ran through the doorway at a diagonal angle so they would be forced to change aim. Two bolts whizzed past, dangerously close. They’d reloaded faster than I had expected.

I swiped my sword and sent a small arc of starlight toward their heads. They ducked in time, causing the arc to burn into the wall. Masonry crumbled, and the curtain rail fell. I cursed as I kept moving toward my attackers. These guards were unnaturally fast. They had to be Lord Lyrason’s and using some new kryalcomy.

Exactly how much had he invented that he had never revealed? It seemed possible that he had considerably more than Callum’s devices. Thankfully, nothing seemed to rival the starstone.

Callum. Sophie. They didn’t have much to defend themselves with if Lyrason’s guards had unknown powers. I needed to be fast.

I leapt over the table as a crossbow bolt clicked into place and kicked the nose of the bow away from me. I plunged my sword down in a two-handed grip and killed the first soldier with a clean blow. The second guard leapt back with inhuman speed and caught me with a small dagger as he spun to give his sword blade momentum. I blocked his sword, but the moment the dagger cut my arm, I felt pain blossom to unexpected agony. I cursed again. It felt like one of the black soulless blades from Kollenstar, the haemalcomy ones that channeled pain.

I finished the guard with a blow to the middle and breathed heavily for a few minutes while I waited for the burning pain in the cut to subside. Lord Lyrason had fallen so far into the unspeakable. Either he had reinvented the ability to channel pain, or he was harvesting the blades from fallen Kollenstar soldiers. I supposed that sort of thing would fetch a high price in Fenland on the blackmarket. There had to be those who stole them from the battlefield. It wouldn’t take much to change the color or shape of the blades to make them inconspicuous.

As the pain cleared, I looked around the room. In one corner, bodies were heaped on top of one another. I knelt down to roll them over to see their faces. The queen, Prince Stirling, and three guards. The two men who’d attacked me must have killed them while the door was locked.

I felt for pulses but found no sign of life—no faint drone on my detector from Stirling. I pressed my fist to my lips. Lord Lyrason was right. If I had been quicker and acted earlier, I might have saved them. I had never intended for them to die.

No doubt I would now be blamed for their deaths.

I allowed myself a moment of sorrow before real fear started to take over. I hoped Sophie hadn’t left that closet.

I took off at a run, leaving the slaughtered royals behind me.


VENERICK
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Ilifted my kryalcomy lantern within the archives searching for any cases I could link to Lord Lyrason. Annabelle had put me to shame this morning. She was a much better person than me. She had seen the injustice and the discrepancies and was doing something about it. I had seen them and merely let them dishearten me into believing there was little I could do. She was risking everything by going straight to the root cause of corruption. I had focused on the cases where I could make a difference easily and methodically. She was bringing to light what I had ignored going on right under my nose. She was innocent and brave. I was complicit. James’s comments that I had to become a realist had been slowly wearing me down, making me forget my dreams of what was worth fighting for.

I hoped Annabelle would forgive me for my failing. I was determined to correct it. The vision she had was worth fighting for. Talking to her had reminded me of who I really was.

A hand on my arm made me jump. I had been so engrossed in scanning the case reports, I hadn’t heard anyone approach.

The archive girl, Jess, was looking up at me with a worried expression. She glanced over her shoulder at the staircase that curled up from the archives to the main library. I knew Jess well; we had spent many hours over the past few years finding documents together. And it took me a moment longer to realize she wasn’t worried, she was terrified.

Her voice was thin and breathy. “Two guards are looking for you, my lord. I don’t recognize them. Turn off your lantern and hide quickly. They were asking the librarian for you, and she pointed to the archives. One had blood on his doublet.”

Her words took a moment to sink in. What was happening for guards to be after me? Did they need me to witness something? Document an arrest or the layout of a scene? But why me? Plenty of people could do that. Jess was right. Something was off.

I looked at the case reports in my hands. Surely Lord Lyrason wouldn’t be after me so quickly just because I was looking at these.

“My lord!” The girl was pleading. “I think they mean to harm you.”

I nodded, my head spinning, and turned off my lantern. I ducked under the table, not the best place to hide, but in my half-panic, my body seemed to be operating by itself.

I took a few deep breaths to calm myself and started to crawl under the long trestle table toward the back end of the room where the light was even dimmer. The stone floor was so thick with dust, I had to breathe through my nose.

Heavy boots sounded down the stairs, and I froze.

“Lord Venerick? You’re summoned to attend to the king at once.” His voice was hard and demanding. Not a request, and not the sort of voice a guard would normally use with a noble.

The king? What if the request was genuine? But the king normally sent servants, not guards. It wasn't their job. And why would one have blood on him? I remembered the fear on Annabelle’s face when she admitted how worried she was that something bad was about to happen.

Jess’s voice sounded very small. “I’m afraid he’s already left. He took some documents and left about ten minutes ago.”

The heavy footsteps got closer. Thankfully, there only seemed to be one pair. “Then why didn’t they see him go back through the library?”

Jess squeaked. “I’m not sure, sir. I wasn’t up there. All I know is he went up those stairs. Maybe they were distracted helping a visitor?”

I held my breath and gripped a table leg for support. What was I doing? Shadows sharpened on the floor as more kryalcomy lamps were turned on. I edged back ever so slowly, careful not to hit the table leg. Then I noticed the trail my body had made in the dust and my heart sank. If they saw that, it was over. It led straight to me.

Leather boots strode up beside the table before pivoting. I didn’t dare breathe. I didn’t move a muscle. Some primal part of me screamed that one wrong move would mean my death.

The edge of chainmail became visible as the guard’s knees bent. He was going to look under the table. He was going to see me. I scooted farther back on instinct and my hand hit a rat trap. It was occupied. The animal squealed and started to throw itself at the walls of the tiny cage. It was making too much noise.

I grabbed the cage and opened the door in the direction of the guard. His chest and chin were just visible when the rat ran straight for him and leapt up his front. I had never been so grateful for sheer luck.

The guard stumbled back and stood up, flailing to get the creature off him. It leapt, and I saw it scurry away to a distant corner. The man swore loudly.

“Disgusting! Isn’t it your job to clean this place?” The footsteps quickened as they returned to Jess. “Did you find that funny?”

“Of course not. I’m sorry. I’m…” Her voice cut off with a gasp. Something scraped against the floor.

Horror froze my insides. What was he doing to her? She was just a little girl. It wasn’t her fault the guard’s pride was damaged.

My safety might have been guaranteed by the distraction, but I couldn’t let her be harmed in my place. I stuck my head out from the table. The guard was enormous. He had his back to me, and he had lifted Jess up against the wall. “If my friend doesn’t find that man in the library soon, you’re dead, girl. You understand me?” He shook her so hard that her head hit the wall.

I’d seen this type hundreds of times in the courtroom or on paper. Bullies. The type who craved power over others and tried to appear strong to cover up their own inadequacies. They took that power from anyone weaker than them. I knew that they didn’t stop their bullying if they believed there would be no consequences.

No, this guard wasn’t from the king at all.

He slammed the girl back against the wall again, and a jagged sob tore from her lips.

I hated violence. I’d seen it used inappropriately too many times. I had never ever thought I would resort to it myself. But right now, I couldn’t think of any other option.

I unsheathed the dagger at my belt. All lords carried a weapon for ceremonial purposes; where many preferred a light sword, mine was much smaller and frequently left lying around so it didn’t get in the way. Today, however, it was exactly where it was supposed to be.

I crept up behind the guard and hesitated, trying to determine how I could disable him with my limited strength and skill without alerting the guard upstairs…or being killed within seconds by that massive sword at his waist.

I would only get one chance. Anatomical diagrams of wounds on murder victims flashed through my mind. I picked a case where the victim had been knocked out first and recalled exactly where the blow had been delivered just behind one ear.

This could go very wrong, but I had no other choice if I was going to help Jess.

Before I could overthink this further, I leapt at the man, and rammed the hilt of my dagger into his skull as hard as I could.

With a strange grunt, the man crumpled, and his limbs started to spasm. I didn’t force myself to watch. Didn’t even let myself worry that I had killed him. Instead, I pulled Jess away from his thrashing body with trembling hands and helped her to her feet. I inspected the blood in her hair. She seemed dazed.

“Thank you.” Her voice was so shaky, the words were mouthed more than spoken.

“We need to get out of here.”

Footsteps sounded on the stairs. I fought panic. I pushed Jess down and pulled us both back under the table. Not that it would be a good hiding place when the guard was unconscious mere paces away. She stifled a sob.

“Jess?” The voice was male, hushed, and anxious.

Jess slipped from my grip and ran toward the newcomer, her actions disorientated and clumsy.

I followed more cautiously, keeping an eye on the stairs for the second guard, and praying the first guard didn’t recover.

The newcomer was a servant I didn’t recognize. He wore a brown coat over his shirt and a cap on his head. He hugged Jess, but his eyes were staring at the guard who, thank the kingdoms, had finally stopped spasming. I didn’t dare look at his chest to see if he was still breathing. The servant’s gaze shot to me with wide eyes. He clung to the girl but bowed his head.

“My lord. Who…what?”

We didn’t have time for this. “He was assaulting Jess. He was after me but turned on her when he couldn’t find me.” I realized I was still clutching my knife in a death grip and that Jess’s blood was on my sleeve. I concentrated on loosening my fingers one by one and putting the knife back in its sheath.

The man nodded as if realizing something. “You’re Lord Venerick. They’re looking for you.” He looked down at Jess’s shaking body. “Thank you for helping my sister. Come with us to the kitchens. The servants are gathering in there for safety. They’re unlikely to look for you there.”

Through my nerves, my mind started piecing things together. If all the servants were hiding… “What is going on?”

He glanced back at the empty stairs and the dead guard. “It’s some sort of coup. People are running around screaming that General Kasten has murdered the king and other members of the royal family. It’s chaos. Every second, more guards seem to enter the palace.”

I grabbed his sleeve. “Whose guards? Can you tell?”

He winced slightly. “They’re not marked, but I suspect they’re Lord Lyrason’s. We need to get to safety. Now. There are other guards in the library. We can take a servant’s passage to the kitchens. Come on.”

Murdered the king and other members of the royal family…Annabelle…

Fear gripped me as the words took a few seconds to fully register, and I shook my head wildly. “I need to reach Princess Annabelle. Have you seen her or heard of her whereabouts?”

He winced. “You’ll never find her in this chaos. Come to the kitchens. Those guards are hunting for you.”

I frowned. “No, I must find her and keep her safe.”

The man sighed in impatience, his body becoming increasingly tense the longer we lingered. “Don’t tell her I told you this, but she keeps crossbows hidden in her room. I’d bet you anything she’ll go and fetch them to protect herself.”

This servant appeared to know some strange details about a very private person. “Thank you.”

He nodded. “Let’s get up the stairs before somebody realizes the guard is missing. Then you’ll have to go up three floors. The hallways are chaos. If I were you, I would go through the window and climb up the trellis.”

I didn’t let his words sink in. Refused to feel the fear of his suggestion. What needed to be done, needed to be done.

The man lifted Jess and carried her to the bottom of the stairs on quiet feet. He looked up the spiral ahead before beckoning to me. “Take off your jacket and have my hat. In just a shirt, it will be harder for people to place you. They may think you're a servant if they only catch a glimpse.”

I did as he asked, placing the man’s cap over my head so it shadowed my eyes. There was no way to cover Jess’s blood on the white silk of my shirt. “Thank you.”

“Follow me. Keep your head down.”

We climbed the staircase and paused at the top as he checked the doorway. When he beckoned, I followed and hurried straight behind one of the bookcases.

He pointed to a window and gave me a meaningful nod. Then he turned and hurried toward the door behind the librarian’s desk, Jess nestled in his arms.

I didn’t dare peer around the bookcase to locate the guards. Instead, I walked as fast and quietly as I could to the outer wall, grateful for the protection of row after row of books.

I found the latticed window and turned the latch, opening it slowly to minimize the sound of grating iron. The afternoon sun shone straight in my eyes as the breeze rustled nearby papers. I was on the ground floor, and Annabelle was likely three stories up. Three whole stories to climb. Why had I let myself become so unfit?

The trellis was covered in a bright red vine. It barely looked strong enough to hold my weight; this could mean my death.

Behind me there was a rough shout and the sound of thudding boots. I pushed my cap down further and climbed out the window, balancing on the narrow windowsill.

An unwelcome breeze tugged at my clothes and rough stone brushed my knuckles. I was only a few yards from the ground, and already, I was terrified. But Annabelle’s life was in danger. I had to help her no matter what.

Gritting my teeth, I reached for the trellis.


SOPHIE
[image: ]


“Annabelle! Stop, it’s me! Sophie and Meena. Be quiet. By the kingdoms, please be quiet!”

I clamped my hand over Annabelle’s mouth as she continued to struggle and brought my face close to hers so she could see me in the gloom. Outside the door, the floorboards thudded as a group of unseen people thundered past.

She stilled, and Meena released her arms, raising one hand to pinch her nose to staunch the bleeding where Annabelle had headbutted her, and using the other to rub her side where Annabelle had elbowed her with impressive force.

Annabelle pulled away from her and winced at the damage she had caused. “Sorry.” She dislodged a broom and a mop, and I caught them before they could clatter to the floor.

Meena raised a hand as if to say it was fine, but the movement made her wince again, destroying the effect.

In the half-light it was hard to see each other well, but Annabelle managed to grab my hand. “What are you doing in a closet? Kasten’s trying to stop Father from taking Lyrason’s haemalcomy, but I don’t think he’ll succeed. He won’t kill him, will he? Kasten won’t kill him, only Lyrason?”

The sound of boots thundering past made her pause, and she remained silent until they passed. Meena stuffed a handkerchief under her nose and resumed her prone position on the floor, watching the corridor through the crack between the door and the carpet.

I squeezed Annabelle’s hand. “Kasten has always said he doesn’t want to kill his father. He wouldn’t unless he had no other choice. But I don’t think he’ll let him rule using haemalcomy either.”

Annabelle nodded with ragged breathing as if trying to convince herself everything was going to be all right. I really needed her to focus.

I stepped closer to her so I could see her eyes easier in the gloom. “Annabelle, if your father can’t be king anymore, and if Stirling becomes sicker when he is no longer supplied via haemalcomy, that means you will be the best choice for the throne.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I won’t be yours and Kasten’s puppet. You understand that, don’t you?”

I nodded with a small smile. “I think Kasten wants as little to do with politics as possible. He just wants to follow a monarch who serves his or her people. And preferably one who isn’t constantly trying to get him killed in battle.”

Annabelle drew in a long, deep breath, and I stepped back to give her space.

On the other side of the door, feet trampled past and a voice yelled, “Find General Kasten, the traitor! General Kasten has killed the king and his family. Kill General Kasten and his followers!”

My heart fled to my mouth. Kasten would never kill the entire royal family. He had even hoped he could spare the king. It had to be Lord Lyrason.

My eyes fled to Annabelle’s. Her hands were pressed to her mouth in shock.

I squeezed her arm. “I’m so sorry, Annabelle. You were right. Lyrason must be starting a coup and blaming it on Kasten. I…I am so sorry.”

I noticed a slight tremble in Annabelle’s hands as she lowered them before steeling her features into a hard mask. Her face displayed hatred and determination. “Your troops will follow me, correct? They will work with mine?”

“Yes. We’ll defend you with everything we have. We must ensure a smooth line of succession, or the violence and fighting will escalate.”

She gave a short, sharp nod. “Follow me.”

Meena held up her hand from where she lay on the floor, stopping us from reaching the doors. “Wait. Lord Lyrason and Mister Gregane are nearby with a high ranking guard. I suggest we wait for them to pass. It will be too risky for us to challenge them right now.”

“Switch off your detector, just in case,” I hissed. I wouldn’t be surprised if Lord Lyrason also had some way of detecting kryalcomy users, and he was going to come after both me and Annabelle. I turned the dial behind my ear until it clicked.

We held our breaths as we made out their voices. “...control Kasten through his wife and friend. Once we have them, it should be easy. He is fighting because he believes he is in the right. But his high-sounding morality will crumble as soon as we threaten Lady Sophie. He cares about her far more than he cares about who’s on the throne. In many ways, he is just like his father. Then all we have to do is secure Annabelle so we can legitimize my claim to the throne through marriage. We’ll kill Venerick. It will be cleaner and simpler that way. But we…”

Their voices faded around a corner. Fear fluttered in my belly. Annabelle’s hands were in fists. I placed a hand on her upper arm both to offer comfort and to keep her calm.

“Venerick…” Annabelle breathed with genuine concern. I still couldn’t work out what her feelings were toward that man. I’d thought she didn’t care for him at all. She placed a hand on the door handle and strengthened her voice. “I’m going to kill Lyrason.”

I didn’t let go of her arm. “Do you have a plan?”

She gave a sharp nod. “In part, this is a war of information. My claim to the crown is stronger than Lyrason’s. If what that guard said is true and my family is dead…” She sucked in a shaking breath as she battled to hold herself together. “Then we need to get the people and the city guard on my side. I fear the city guard will follow Lyrason since Duke James is his ally, but I believe many others will follow the person with the rightful claim to the throne. We need to nip this coup in the bud as soon as possible. And we need to find Venerick before they do.”

I wrung my hands. “How will you rally the people and turn them against Lord Lyrason?”

She gave me a half smile. “We’ll concentrate on the palace. You have other troops in the city, correct? We need them to take care of Duke James and gain control of the city guard. If we can find Venerick, he can help. He has worked closely with the city guard for years. They will listen to him once Duke James is removed. They would be suspicious of following Kasten’s men.”

I nodded. “Venerick, Sir Luke, Sir Philip, and Callum can take down Duke James. I suspect Kasten will want Sir Chance and his battalion with him in the palace.” I dragged in a deep breath. “First, we need to find Kasten. He can tell us what happened to your family and protect us.” I gave her a sideways look. “Are you going to be able to concentrate now and grieve later?”

She nodded. Her face was fiercer than I’d ever seen it. “Right now, I am angry. Anger will serve.”

I turned my detector back on and saw Meena do the same. “Corridor is clear. No, wait. It’s Kasten. He’s got two guards behind him. They’re ours.”

Annabelle pushed the door open, and I stepped close to her side. Kasten’s shoulders sagged in relief when he saw us, but his face maintained its stony determination, his narrow eyes fierce and angry. He had blood down one side of his navy coat, but it didn’t seem to be his. In one hand, his shortsword was drawn, in the other, he held a knife. His presence dominated the corridor. Behind him were two of my four original guards. The one pretending to be a maid and a guardsman. They were bloodied and neither walked smoothly. I bit my lip and hoped they weren’t badly injured. I could only imagine what had happened to the other two.

The gravity of the situation was still sinking in, and their bloody swords sent a chill through my body. I wondered how many people had already died in the last half hour.

I ran up to Kasten and flung my arms around him, caring little if he got blood on my pale cream dress. He returned the embrace, holding the flat of the blade against my back. He kissed the top of my hair. “I’m glad you're safe,” he whispered, his voice strange and gravelly and not at all soft. “Stay close to me now.”

Annabelle watched the exchange with curiosity then cleared her throat. “My father is dead?”

I stepped back from Kasten, though he kept one arm touching my back, his dagger blade pointing down. “Yes. Lord Lyrason killed him by taking his vitality. The injection was a trap. It harvested vitality instead of giving it. The queen and Prince Stirling are dead too. Killed by Lyrason’s guards.” He seemed to remember these were her family. “My condolences. Is Prince Clarence at the palace?”

She shook her head. “No, he is away with friends.” She lifted her hand to pinch her forehead. “I can’t remember which ones, some lord’s sons in Adenburg.”

Kasten stepped closer to her, bringing me with him. “Annabelle, you must take the throne as quickly as possible—preferably in the public eye. We must stop Lyrason. He is likely to have already taken his elixir which steals life from others, and he seems to have some strange defensive kryalcomy, so he’ll be hard to kill. But we must stop him.”

I grabbed Kasten’s sleeve as a sudden thought hit me. “The bracelets stop haemalcomy by blocking the connection between the poles, correct? So if we place one on him, he will stop receiving vitality from the halfsouls as long as he’s wearing it, or it is directly touching his body.”

He nodded as if he had already thought of this. “That’s a good plan. If he proves too difficult to kill, we can get a bracelet on him.” He brought his sword up in front of him. “Though I would hope chopping his head off would be pretty final.” He scowled. “He has a way of combating the starstone. I sent an arc of power at him, and it led to an explosion between us. I don’t know if it protects against physical blows too.”

I bit my lip, my anxiety growing. “Be careful. Please.”

He met my eyes, and the corner of his lips flicked up in a tiny smile that I knew was full of warmth, even if nobody else could see that.

He moved his focus back to Annabelle. “We can retreat to Highfair if you wish. It’s easily defendable and safe. We can use it as our base to secure the city. And after we have the city, we can retake the palace. However, once we leave the palace, it will be very difficult to get back in. We might end up having to besiege or destroy it. Alternatively, we could stay here and challenge Lord Lyrason immediately. However, we will not have as many troops and will be in a weaker position. It’s a much higher risk in the short term, but I suspect fewer people will die.”

Annabelle tilted her chin up. “I won’t be chased out of my own home. Can we get word to your men in the city to take action?”

Kasten smiled at her, a predator's smile. “Already sent the signal. We use devices called detectors. They detect kryalcomy users and can be used to send signals to others wearing them. We had soldiers on standby.”

She nodded. “Good. I don’t know which of the soldiers here are loyal to me and which are loyal to Lyrason but I’m hoping it will quickly become obvious.” She looked up and down the corridor as if considering. “I need my crossbow and my cloak. Then we’ll track down Lyrason and make it quite clear that he is the one committing treason. He is Lord Lyrason no longer. I hereby remove his title and order his arrest.”


ANNABELLE
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One crossbow didn’t feel like enough, so I took two, slinging them across one another on my back and keeping the bolts sheathed in quivers on one side of my hips, my rapier hanging from the other.

Father. Mother. Stirling.

I tried not to think about them too much, but let the rage build within me. I would kill Lyrason, and I would prevent this from ever happening again. I had never planned to be queen, but I would strive to be the ruler this country needed with my every breath.

I strapped on my leather riding boots, slipped a knife in place and got rid of the earrings and bracelet that could get caught in a fight. Finally, I tied my plain, dark cloak around my neck and lifted the hood so I wouldn’t be easily identified at a distance. I knew Lyrason was after me in particular. I was next in line to the throne after all. I would be both his biggest threat and his biggest asset if I came under his control.

I was preparing to leave my room when I heard hurried voices outside followed by a timid knock. They couldn’t be a threat or Kasten wouldn’t have let them through. Still, I kept a hand on my sword as I flung open the door.

Venerick stood there, panting and jacketless. His face was pale, a blood stain bloomed on one sleeve of his cream shirt, and his dagger was drawn in the other. Surprisingly, he wore the sort of cap common folk wore. “Annabelle.” His shoulders sagged in relief as he saw me, his whole face going slack. Then a second later his eyes widened at the assortment of weapons across my body. “By the kingdoms, you’re an entire armory.”

I decided to take that as a compliment.

Venerick seemed to think so too as his shocked expression became appreciative. “You look magnificent.”

The words warmed me more than they should have. I liked this man. “Why are you wearing that cap?”

He pulled it from his head and his cheeks flushed. “A servant gave it to me so I would be less obvious in the hallways. He was a kind chap. He said the servants were gathering in the kitchens where it was safe.”

I rolled my lip between my teeth. I’d bet that had been Noah. And the servants were exactly who I needed right now.

Kasten was leaning against the hallway wall with his arms folded, watching our exchange. He actually looked bored. How could anyone be bored in a palace full of armed men shouting that you had killed the king? He took in my weapons with an unsurprised expression and raised an eyebrow. “Really, Annabelle? How many arms do you think you have? They’ll slow you down and get in your way if you actually have to fight. It’s not practical.”

I stayed focused on Venerick, though I didn’t miss Sophie elbowing her husband and giving him a meaningful look. Kasten was all about practicality and efficiency. He wouldn’t understand that I needed to wear these to feel strong. To feel impenetrable. An armor that even the death of my family couldn’t break through.

A tremor entered my breath. No, I wouldn't think about them. Not now. I had to stay in control.

I snapped all my attention back to Venerick. I knew how big a favor I was about to ask my betrothed. “Venerick, Duke James will use the city guard to take the city for the traitor, Lyrason. Could you go with Kasten’s soldiers and help them stop him? The city guard will listen to you.”

Venerick became very still, his rich brown eyes focused on mine. I was asking him to betray his friend. I was asking him to put his life at risk. He wasn’t a soldier or a tactician. He spent most of his time in offices, meetings, and courtrooms. I held my breath, uncertain what he was going to say. Then he bowed. “Your Highness. I can get soldiers into his mansion. But I may need help getting out of the palace first. I fear I’m also a target.”

I nodded. “I know somebody who can smuggle you out. They’ve helped me many times.”

He lurched as we turned. “They have? Smuggled you out of the palace?”

I nodded, starting to move down the corridor. “I’ll explain later. Thank you, Venerick. I am so grateful for this. If you can secure the city, I can secure the palace.”

He swallowed then clenched his fists. “Just don’t marry that man. No matter what Lyrason promises or threatens you, don’t marry him.”

I smiled despite myself. “I won’t.”

I picked up our pace, the others close behind, Kasten becoming my looming shadow. Kingdoms, I was glad he was on my side. His scowl alone was terrifying.

Venerick fiddled with his blood-stained cuff as if nervous. I assumed the blood wasn’t his since he showed no other sign of injury. I couldn’t quite picture him in a fight. He turned back to me, and I realized he had been building up the courage to speak. “Annabelle, I know our relationship has been unconventional and was arranged by your father, but…if we make it out of this alive, would you give me a chance? A proper chance to get to know you properly? Weapons included? I would like that very much.”

Despite my sorrow and my fear. Despite my life coming crashing down around me, my heart stuttered for a beat. He was so sweet.

I stared at him. I had never expected to feel anything toward Venerick except friendship and an appreciation for his kindness. But, right now, I wished everything else would stop so I could find out what Venerick had been through to get to my side and thank him for everything he was doing for me. I was so grateful to have at least one ally from the palace. I wanted to appreciate him fully.

But now was really, really not the time. I nodded once and quickened my pace.

I led our pitifully small group down the stairs while strange sounds echoed down the corridors. I might have built an information network over the last five years, but I had never imagined I would need personal loyalties within the guards. I had always assumed the royal guard would obey me without question. But it appeared Lyrason had infiltrated it. This must have taken him years.

If Father had betrothed me to him as expected, would all this have been prevented? Or would Lyrason have still killed them all as soon as we were married. Probably. I suspected his goal had always been to become king. That snake.

Kasten killed two aggressive groups of supposed royal guards, both lots dispatched with arcs of bright light before I could even load my crossbow. As I approached and lowered my hood, another group saluted. I considered letting them join our party, but I didn’t know any of them personally and didn’t want to get stabbed in the back when I confronted Lyrason. So we sent them off to spread the news that Lyrason was initiating the coup and to rally loyal troops to me.

With every step, I became more and more confident with Kasten on my side. That weapon of his was beyond anything I had imagined. If he had wanted the throne for himself, he could have killed me by merely flicking his wrist. Father had been wrong to alienate him, and I was very lucky that Kasten had immense self-control. When this was over, I’d owe him more than my life. I’d owe him the whole kingdom, even after my family had so deeply wronged him. I’d never forget that.

I entered the kitchens and was glad to find them empty of soldiers. Instead, servants huddled in groups talking in worried voices and glancing at the doors. Many held kitchen knives or pokers from the fire. My anxiety eased a little.

When they saw Kasten, their faces paled with terror, and they brandished their makeshift weapons. I pulled down my cloak hood and held out my hands in a peaceful gesture.

“Please don’t be alarmed. General Kasten is loyal to the throne as he has always been. He is defending me. The traitorous Lyrason has killed the king, queen, and crown prince and is blaming it on the general. Even now he slaughters his way through the palace. I need your help to stop him.”

The kitchen staff didn’t look as reassured or emboldened as I had hoped. I searched their faces for ones I recognized and was relieved to see Frank, the junior underkeeper, there. He had smuggled me across the gardens and through the outer wall more times than I could count. I called him over, and he approached nervously in his brown clothes and messy sand-colored hair. His freckled skin appeared drained white despite his tan from days in the sun. “Frank, I need your help. Can you get Lord Venerick out of the palace as quickly as possible without being spotted.” I glanced at Kasten who stepped closer. Frank flinched. “Then can you leave a discreet door open for Kasten’s soldiers without it being obvious to Lyrason’s guards? I need soldiers I can trust in here.”

Frank swallowed and nodded to Venerick, but hesitated when it came to Kasten. He looked uncertain for a moment. “Is there a way to tell them where to meet me? There are a few small, unmarked doors in the outerwall next to woodland that might work.”

Kasten turned to the guard dressed as a maid. She was almost as tall as Sophie’s personal guard, Meena, and had similar rich brown skin and a long braid down her back. She was not exactly inconspicuous. She looked like one of the legendary female warriors from Tyrazastan. Sophie had taken advantage of the pause to apply salve to a wound on her arm.

Kasten nodded to her. “Shireena, accompany Lord Venerick out of the castle grounds. Get to Sir Philip and give a full report immediately. Bring the soldiers stationed in Straight Street here as fast as possible, and tell Sir Chase to get his battalion here. Give them the position of Frank’s door.”

Frank bowed his head. “I’ll get them through the outer wall into the grounds, but there is no easy way to get multiple people across the wide lawn in daylight. It’s too exposed.”

Kasten didn’t seem surprised or concerned by this. “Just get them through the outer wall. Sir Chase will work out the rest.”

I handed Shireen my royal signet ring. “In case anyone questions you inside the castle or in the city.” I turned to Kasten. “All your soldiers are trustworthy, correct?”

He nodded. “Completely.”

Venerick raised a finger. “One moment.” He lifted the cap in his hands and walked into the crowd. Noah pushed toward him and the two had a short exchange where Noah bowed to him and Venerick returned his cap. What had happened between them? I would have to wait to ask when all of this was over.

Venerick gave me one last anxious nod and left with Frank and Shireena. He was still nervously playing with the cuff of his sleeve. I really, really hoped he survived this.

I turned to the rest of the crowd for anyone else who could be useful that I could trust. There was Tilly, the kitchen maid who always brought my breakfast and pretended I had been in my room even if I had not yet returned from the streets. I summoned her, then looked for Dorothea, who secretly collected and washed my muddy and sometimes bloody clothes. Noah, my main connection to the information network within the city proper, came toward me of his own accord, his cap was back on his head. Finally, I was relieved to see Jared, the retired guard who had become a farrier and was my crossbow instructor. These were no great warriors, but they were loyal, and I would take loyalty over brute strength any day. I just hoped I wasn’t about to get them all killed.

I handed Jared one of my crossbows, even though it had smaller dimensions than he was used to. “I ask for your protection.”

He took the weapon without question, bowing to me. “Your Highness.”

I turned to Noah. “Do you have any information for me?”

He wrung his cap nervously in his hands. “Lord Lyrason’s soldiers rushed out of the palace thirty minutes ago. They saddled horses and were heavily armed. They headed west. Also, I heard of fighting in the streets. Just small pockets as of yet. The city guard is setting up barricades.”

“It’s just Lyrason now. I won’t honor him with a title any longer.” I looked Noah straight in the eyes. “I need information fast, especially about Lyrason’s men. But I also need Duke James's location, the actions of the city guard, any halfsoul sightings, and whether troops are moving to the palace from Lyrason’s estate.”

He licked his lips, bowed deeper than he needed to, then scurried off with an anxious step.

I blew a deep breath. We were all out of our depth today. But Father had always said that adversity and chaos were when you see what you are made of. I would show them that I could handle this. No. We could handle this. It was a surprisingly comforting thought. I was so used to being alone.

At that moment, a maid stumbled into the room, pushing her bonnet back from where it had fallen over her eyes. She pointed behind her, speaking to nobody in particular. “Troops are amassing in the throne room. More are entering. Mostly royal guards, I think. What is going on? Are we safe in here?” She caught sight of me and Kasten and pressed her hands over her mouth.

I turned to my small group. “We should take a closer look. Maybe we could enter through the musician’s gallery?”

Kasten considered, rubbing his hand against his chin. “It’s risky, but I should be able to defend you. Lyrason has a way to counteract my kryalcomy, but none of his soldiers seem to have the same. Just…don’t do anything reckless.”

I scoffed. “Don’t worry. My sense of self-preservation is unusually high right now.” I turned to Tilly and Dorothea. “Take us through the servant passages to the musician’s balcony. You can be our lookouts if needed. Nobody is looking for you.”

I loaded my remaining crossbow as Kasten gave brief orders to Meena and Sophie.

Lyrason wasn’t going to get away with this. He would pay dearly for killing my family.


VENERICK
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Ididn’t stop to think about what I was doing. Annabelle needed me to see that justice was upheld. And I had always said I would give my life to justice. This was my chance to make amends for years of turning a blind eye.

And despite my absolute terror at what I was about to do, I had hope that I’d never had before. Annabelle dared to believe in a future without corruption in the justice system. She clearly believed in that passionately. Over the years I’d been told too many times that such a feat was impossible. But now maybe…I could dare to dream again.

It would be a good cause to die for even if this all ended in disaster for me.

I didn’t think about James. I couldn’t, or I would hesitate. I’d known him for years and worked closely with him on many cases. But if he was taking the city for Lyrason and aiding in the murder of the royal family, well, his sentence was clear, his execution just.

The journey took longer than normal since the city guard was setting up blockades in the main streets and we had to avoid patrols. Confused citizens milled around, knowing something was going on, but so far, no news had come from the palace.

Shireena led me to a street where I was startled to be greeted by an excitable, rowdy mob behind a few rows of professional soldiers. There must have been some previous signal for them to assemble. This was not what I had pictured in my vision of fighting for justice. This was a thin veneer of order barely restraining chaos.

Shireena went to an officer I didn’t recognize and gave him a report out of earshot. Before I could announce myself, an arm clamped down on my shoulder.

“Venerick! Nice to have you here! You probably have no idea who I am, but I am always after new friends.”

I turned to be greeted by a large grin, a mop of curls and a ridiculous scarlet tricorn hat with an ostrich plume in it. “Callum Tavolyn.” I gave him a polite incline of my head.

Callum’s grin widened. “Ah, so you do know. My reputation precedes me. Are you here to stab Duke James in the back?”

My chest tightened, and I raised a finger. “That isn’t quite how I would put…”

He released his grip and clapped his hands together. “Excellent, excellent. He’s in his mansion. Can you get us in?”

I opened my mouth, and then decided there was little point prolonging this conversation. I nodded. I’d already had the last thirty minutes to think this through.

Callum put his arm back around my shoulders. “Ah, we are indeed going to be the best of friends.” He shoved a large leather bag into my arms.

I took it on instinct. “What’s this?”

He grinned. “Enough explosives to blow up half of Adenburg. Don’t drop them. They’re to blow up Duke James’s house, not you.”

My palms became sweaty. What had I gotten myself in to?

“You’ll also need a sword. That dagger is pathetic. Let’s not be too insulting to dear old James. Here, take this one.” He waved for a soldier who was distributing weapons and selected a rapier for me. I took it feeling numb.

Two officers came and bowed sharply to me, introducing themselves as Sir Philip, head of Kasten’s household guard, and Sir Luke, commander of the Kasomere troops in Adenburg. The first was middle-aged and appeared confident. The second man was blond and appeared much younger than I was expecting.

I tried to appear more confident than I was feeling. “I can get a group of ten unmarked men through the back gate. They’ll need to be good fighters. If they can deal with any guards once inside, we can let the”—I paused to look at the mob and find the right words—“less inconspicuous people through by taking down the wall.”

Sir Luke turned and started issuing orders, getting ten Kasomere soldiers out of uniform.

Callum gestured to the street ahead. “It sounds like we have no time to waste.”

“Right, right.” I straightened my own jacket, fastened the heavy leather bag across my chest and hoped this plan would work.

Callum bounced along beside me, a constant distraction I couldn’t quite believe was real. He seemed to be enjoying himself far too much, his approach jarring with the nausea-inducing nerves in my stomach. He barely stopped talking as he looked around the streets we passed. “I have many lifetime ambitions I wish to fulfill. Dreams full of glory, heroism, and inventions of pure genius. But being able to lead a mob to destroy Duke James is topping them all.” He clapped his hands together. “Now this is what it truly feels like to be alive.”

Sir Luke was leading his group of unmarked soldiers to one side. They were completely silent, each of them light on their feet and focused. Kasten’s troops were famous for being the best after all. Thank the kingdoms he was siding with Annabelle. He had every reason to disown his family for how they’d treated him, but that man had honor I’d never anticipated. It appeared that Annabelle was a good judge of character.

Sir Philip walked a step behind us, his serious face set in determination, and the men behind him remained smart in Kasomere uniform. He frowned at Callum. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay back from the fighting…Mister Tavolyn?” I didn’t miss the hesitation over Callum’s title. I’d seen it before at parties, the constant awkwardness that surrounded somebody with royal blood being untitled.

Callum shook his head. “No, no, no. I wouldn’t miss this for the world. If I die, it will still be worth it for the entertainment. Oh look, comes our next band of rogues.” He grinned as more citizens brandishing weapons filtered out of a house that had to be some sort of rallying point. I recognized some of the people who had gathered outside Lyrason’s house when Kasten had decided to storm it by himself. I never forgot a face, and I had taken in as many of their features as possible in case the king asked me to round them up with the city guard afterward. Yet here I was, joining them. The world was a strange place. They were filled with a frenzied excitement. Callum opened his arms as they approached. “Welcome, welcome, my friends.”

That man was completely mad.

We had to be about two hundred strong, and only forty were Kasten’s household guard. I looked toward Sir Luke. “Discipline is going to be difficult once the fighting starts.”

Callum shrugged. “They can pillage and loot as much of Duke James’s house as they wish, for all I care.”

I frowned. “Well, they shouldn’t. We need to make sure no bystanders or servants get hurt.”

Sir Philip walked closer from one side. The man spoke with the air of somebody with experience. “Don’t worry, Lord Venerick. We’ll keep things under control. While I would prefer not using a mob, it is better when we’re the ones directing their fervor. When word gets out that the king is dead and the traitor Lyrason is trying to secure the crown, these people will riot if not given purpose.”

Sir Luke gave a firm nod, though he didn’t have the presence of the older man. “Once we’re in the grounds, our plan is for the citizens to make enough disorganized noise and destruction to distract the guards inside while Kasten’s personal guard sneak to the front and back to take the gates and stop anyone important from leaving. Sir Philip and two other men will track down and finish Duke James.”

I nodded, my nausea growing. I prayed he was right. I wouldn’t think about James. This wasn’t personal; this was justice. He’d always been open about the fact that he had many things in his life he couldn’t tell me. And he had been right to keep it from me. Actions had to have consequences.

I could do this for Annabelle and her dream of a better country.

I looked back at the excitable rabble. Two hundred men. It wouldn’t be long before the city guard intercepted us.

We neared the smarter areas of Adenburg, and my nerves only grew. James had the second largest estate in Adenburg with extensive lands that required long stretches of wall to separate them from the common folk. I knew from many of my previous visits to his house that he only guarded the front and back gates, assuming the rest of the walls were secure. And the guards at the back didn’t always receive prompt communication from the rest of the house.

I led our group to a fountain, one side of the estate wall behind me. We were equidistant from the front and back gates here, which is why I had chosen this spot. A street boy sat on the side, and Callum grinned at him. “Is he still at home, Ned?”

He nodded. “He ain’t left. We been watchin’ all mornin’.”

Callum tossed him a gold coin, and he scampered off.

I blew out a breath and spoke to Callum and Sir Philip. “Wait here and do nothing until I signal to you.” I turned to Sir Luke and his men. “Let’s go.”

I led them at a run to the back gates, three streets away. As I approached the gates, I noted James had stationed men in front of them as well as behind—no doubt he had heard about the mob. There were even archers on temporary platforms on the inside of the wall.

I met the eyes of a guard I recognized and smiled, though guilt was already plaguing me. I hoped as few people as possible would be hurt in this. But we were at war now. “Sir Killian! There’s an angry mob in the street. I must meet with Duke James at once.”

The guard bowed. “Lord Venerick, you shouldn't be out here.” He looked over my shoulder. “Are these your men?”

I nodded. “I heard there was unrest, so I brought them with me. But I don’t fancy letting them face the mob. I can’t get to the front gates. Let us in here and we’ll walk through the gardens to the house.”

For a few heartbeats Sir Killian remained motionless, and I worried that the years of working together would count for nothing. Then he nodded and ordered the doors to open. “We would be glad of the extra manpower. Duke James is currently in residence.”

I smiled my thanks and hurried inside before he could change his mind. Sir Luke met my eyes as we passed more guards on the inside, but I shook my head. Not yet. These people were merely following James’s orders. I hoped some of them survived. It would be such a waste of talent if we lost most of the city guard tonight just to stop Lyrason from using them.

We started up the meandering drive through the gardens, the house still a good ten-minute walk away. I spotted the familiar groundskeeper's hut and used it to orient myself.

I pointed. “Our soldiers should be positioned on the other side of the wall just there. We need to get the explosives down the side of this wall behind the hut.”

Sir Luke nodded, and I silently handed out the strange bundles wrapped in wax paper from inside the leather bag. I frowned. “How do we detonate them?”

Sir Luke sighed. “They’re kryalcomy and Callum wouldn’t give anyone else the detonator.”

Ah.

I couldn’t believe I was doing this. I was blowing up a building. Acting like a criminal. In league with a mob and a mad man.

But laws changed during war time. I had to save Annabelle. And she was now the acting monarch. I would follow the commands she gave me.

We placed the explosives alongside the wall and backed away. I climbed a large oak tree I had once spent the afternoon reading underneath and waved over the wall to Callum.

Thankfully, the man was paying attention and waved back. He flicked his ostrich plume and stood on the wall of the fountain smiling at the eager faces looking up at him, their spirits high with the promise of revolution and vengeance.

Callum placed a hand over his heart. “My friends! My people! Long have we known of the wicked deeds done by the traitors Lyrason and Duke James. And now they have killed the king himself! General Kasten, the most noble and devoted of men, has tasked us with extracting the terrible poison that heads the city guard so that once again our streets can be safe! Will you join us?” He thrust his fist in the air, ignoring the fact that Sir Philip had folded his arms and was rolling his eyes.

The crowd roared and shook their weapons in the air. The air was becoming thick with promised blood and destruction.

Callum waved his sword in the air. “Death to injustice. Death to corruption. Death to Duke James!”

He turned back to me and gestured that I get further back with a flick of his hand. I climbed down the tree and backed further away. Just how powerful were these explosives that I hadn’t been safe at fifty feet and up a tall tree?

The crowd cheered loudly enough to be heard at the house. Now, Callum. Do it now or Duke James will react first.

An explosion happened behind me, its force knocking me from my feet even as I walked away. A second. A third. Something hard hit my back. I looked behind me. A section of wall had completely collapsed for the entire length of the street. The groundkeeper’s hut was leaning to one side. Half the trees lining the wall, including my oak tree, were on fire. Kingdoms, what had Callum put in those things?

Callum still stood on the fountain, now clearly visible from the garden. Its side was cracked, water pouring onto the cobbled street. He pointed his sword through the gap. “Kill the guards unless they surrender. Arrest the servants, but do not harm them unless you can’t subdue them. Death to Duke James. Onward!”

The mob surged toward me, shouting. From the other side, members of the city guard were emerging to meet them. Sir Luke fell back at a run to take the back gate where Sir Killian was shouting orders at the archers. Another group in Kasomere colors ran toward the front. I drew my sword, wishing it didn’t feel so foreign in my hands.

The mob started streaming past me on either side. Callum sauntered up to stand beside me, his sword resting casually on his shoulder. “The fire will start soon.”

I blinked at him, still trying to take in the chaos surrounding us. “Fire?”

“Yes. It was hard but we have a helper inside Duke James’s house, a maid who has been loyal to us for over five years, sending information our way. She wouldn’t have been able to smuggle in explosives, like you did just now, or let in our troops, but her handiwork should be evident any minute now. Today, while cleaning, she removed the yadum, which turns kryalcomy off, from all the lamps and heaters in the house and replaced them all with small lumps of high grade jadum, an amplifier of kryalcomy. All she has to do is switch all of the devices ‘off’ before leaving the house and getting herself to safety. It will take half an hour for them to overheat enough for at least a dozen of them to catch on fire.” He shook his head and tutted. “The knowledge an average person has of kryalcomy is shockingly poor. I guarantee you they will not realize what is happening and will keep all the devices switched ‘off’.” He twirled his sword around. “Oh, it is such a good day. Kasten will be jealous to miss all this.”

We walked toward the house, and I tried to numb myself to my role in what was occurring around me. The organized groups of Kasomere soldiers had now all disappeared, leaving the mob running wild through the garden toward the house and the outhouses. Some started throwing flowerpots at the house wall. In the corners, the fighting intensified.

Callum grabbed my coat jacket and pointed ahead. “Look. I told you they wouldn’t figure it out.”

Bright flames shone in one of the windows of the large mansion. The wind carried the smell of smoke, covering the acidic smell of the explosives. Even as we watched, another window smashed, and bright flames licked out.

People started to stream out of the house to the gardens, where the Kasomere troops would be waiting to catch anyone important.

A blow struck me from behind without warning, and I flew to the ground, the breath knocked from my lungs as I skidded in the dirt. At once, I rolled over, raising my sword to protect me from the attack, but the second blow failed to come. I staggered to my feet and found a group of three men dressed in black with concealed faces. They knocked Callum unconscious with a blow to the back of his head. One knelt on his back while another started to tie his hands.

Adrenaline gave me a surge of strength. I raised my sword and ran at them, a strangled cry leaving my lips without my instruction. The one who had attacked me squared his feet in a defensive position. Then he moved faster than any man was naturally capable of. My insides froze. He had illegal kryalcomy.

The moment his sword struck mine, I knew I was a dead man. I was no soldier and only an average fencer who was years out of practice. This man outmatched me in every way. I staggered backward under his onslaught, barely catching his blows to deflect them, many not well enough. Steel cut into my shoulder, my forearm, my thigh. I barely acknowledged the blows, every part of my concentration taken up from meeting his attacks.

At least Annabelle would survive. She would make this world a better place than I had ever managed.

A bone jarring blow sent my rapier from my grasp, and I found myself on my back, looking up at the man who was about to kill me. He raised his sword and…

An arrow bloomed from the center of his chest, cutting straight through his black leather armor. I barely managed to roll out of the way before he crumpled to the floor.

I stood up panting, every wound on my skin suddenly burning. I looked around for Callum and the other two men in black, but they had vanished. The scarlet tricorn hat lay discarded in the mud, its large feather bent. Where had they taken him? What did they want with him? It had clearly been a specific mission to capture him alive.

There was only one reason Lyrason would want him, and that was to threaten him in front of Kasten to turn him against Annabelle.

I yelled in frustration. Lyrason had just gained a strong weapon against her. I might be helping to take the city, but what good would that be if she lost the palace?

A hand patted my back. “Are you all right?”

I turned to see Sir Luke, a bow and arrow held loosely in his hand. He might be young, but he was certainly a good shot. I nodded in thanks; the man had saved my life. “They have Callum.”

He scowled. “I’m aware. Serves him right for wearing such an attention seeking hat.” He nodded to where it now lay crumpled and crushed. “Kasomere soldiers have gone after him, but those men in black were kryalcomy users. I suspect they were Lyrason’s personal guard.”

I blew out a breath to calm my heart rate. “Thank you for shooting him. I thought I was a dead man.”

He patted my back again. “Not today, Lord Venerick. Not today.”

We both took a moment to survey the chaos. “Stay under cover near those trees. I need to direct the mob. Sir Philip should be able to kill Duke James soon. He may need you to verify the body afterward so keep alert for his return.”

I licked my lips and nodded. I turned for the treeline where I would be more sheltered from archers. Sir Luke jogged back toward the house, shouting orders as he went.

I pressed my back against a tree and winced as my multiple wounds finally started to sting and ache. The pain was escalating at an alarming rate. I reached into my belt pouch for the scissors I always carried and cut some strips off my shirt to bind the wounds that were still bleeding. I wasn’t sure I was doing it right, but at least it was something.

Rusty metal squealed behind me. I whipped around, raising my sword and squinting through the shadows. Movement caught my eye. In the gloom of the trees, a large trap door was opening on the ground, sending soil, sticks, and autumn leaves scattering all around. Was it some sort of storage area or refuge? Or maybe a passage out of the house for emergency situations. It would be very, very like Duke James to have a secret escape route. That man liked to be thorough.

I looked around but none of the Kasomere soldiers were close. I gripped my sword and for a moment wished I was anywhere but here. Preferably in my room, writing simple, logical legal documents.

But I wasn’t, and the world was a far messier place than what ended up written on paper.

This time I wouldn’t turn a blind eye, even though there was nobody here to witness my decision. I ran to the trapdoor as a man in a black cloak climbed out. I knew, the dread deep in my bones, who it would be.

“Stop there!” I ordered.

The man turned, and his eyes widened in surprise. I felt sick. It was Duke James. “Venerick?” He looked around us, taking in our surroundings then barked a disbelieving laugh. “What in the kingdoms are you doing here?”

I grimaced, a tremor running up my sword arm. Annabelle needed me to do this. The kingdom needed me to do this. I drew in a shaking breath and leveled my sword at him. “Annabelle has ordered me to secure the city. I’m arresting you on suspicion of treason. Drop your weapons and follow me. I can guarantee you a fair trial.”

The duke straightened and dusted down his cloak. “I’m sorry, my friend, but I don’t think I can do that.” He held up his hands. “Things are already in motion that you can’t stop, Venerick. If you leave now, I’ll never tell Lyrason you were here, for old time’s sake. I’ll even defend you to him, see if I can get him to spare you. Why don’t you lay low outside the city until then? He only wants you dead because you’re betrothed to Annabelle. Once he marries her and is crowned king, he’ll no longer see you as a threat. Give it a week or two, and leave it to me.”

Rage, guilt, and sorrow mixed in my stomach, and I struggled to keep myself together. “James, I am sorry, but you’ve committed treason. I have no choice but to arrest you.”

James gave a half laugh, shaking his head, and looked down at his toes. “I’m sorry too, old friend.” Then he lunged, a rapier with a black blade suddenly in his hand.

I dodged on instinct and lashed out with a clumsy blow of my own. It should have missed him completely, but James’s foot hooked on a root, sending him falling forward hard. My blade sank into his stomach. Horror made me gasp. I dropped the hilt in alarm as warm blood coated my hand. He crumpled to the floor.

Every part of me started to shake.

Duke James’s lips curled as the color leached from his face. His words were faint. “See, Venerick. I was right. You have to be realistic. Not everything can be resolved peacefully.” He grimaced. “Make sure my son is safe. Please. For old time’s sake. He’s a good boy. He’s all I have. He’s the reason Lyrason and I…I…”

I sank to my knees as a sob ripped free of my throat. As his eyes glazed over, it felt like part of me died with him. And it was agony. His blood stuck to my fingers like an unshakable curse.

This wasn’t me. This really wasn’t me. I had never wanted to be a killer.


KASTEN
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It was hard to enter my normal calm that helped me think quickly and clearly on the battlefield. Sophie was beside me, surrounded by enemies, and I couldn’t afford to make a mistake. Still, right now, I didn’t entrust her safety to anyone else. I wanted her by my side where I could defend her. If she was out of my sight, I knew I would be too distracted with worry.

The image of her lying dead flashed back from my nightmare, and I scowled as I pushed it from my mind. I glanced at her, yet again, and was impressed by her determined quietness. She looked fragile and out of place in her delicate cream dress of chiffon and silk, her white leather medical bag at her waist, surrounded by people brandishing weapons. But she was composing herself well considering the only other time she’d been involved in fighting was when she’d been bitten by a halfsoul. The memory made me step even closer to her. This time, I had the power of the starstone. I wouldn’t fail her again.

The servants’ passage was wide enough for two people to walk abreast and lit by oil lamps, their fragile flickering light foreign to me after living with kryalcomy lights in my home. The poor lighting made the uneven floors and tight flights of stairs more treacherous, which slowed us down. There were too many turns for Annabelle’s crossbows to be effective, so I took the lead, keeping Sophie only one step behind me. Meena brought up the rear. Thankfully, the throne room had many servants’ entrances since it was often used for state functions.

I adjusted my grip on my sword. Lyrason wouldn’t have gone into this without a plan. I just had to hope the starstone and my own abilities were greater than he had anticipated. Not to mention Annabelle. Even I would have underestimated her. She strode behind me with her loaded crossbow angled down and pure murder in her eyes. She had shed the outer layer of her dress to reveal shorter, plain skirts underneath with skirts divided for riding and had changed her heels for boots. I didn’t even know you could take layers off dresses like that.

And if Lord Venerick, Callum, and Sir Luke had kept to the plan and stopped Duke James and the city guard as well as created general chaos at that end of the city, Lyrason wouldn’t have many troops in reserve.

We slowed as we neared the passageway that entered the musicians’ gallery, and all of us took care to not hit the walls with our weapons or tread too heavily. We didn’t want the sound to carry and give us away.

I lifted my hand to tell those behind me to stop and crept forward to the door. It was locked. I took out my fansifold knife and melted through the latch, hoping the smell of singed wood would go unnoticed.

There was a satisfying click. I sheathed the rapidly cooling knife, drew my steel one, and tentatively opened the door. Thankfully, the hinges were silent. Three guards were in the gallery; all stood close to the edge, past the musicians’ seating, their backs were to us and their focus occupied by whatever was going on below. The room was noisy; the sounds of many unseen people on the floor bouncing off the walls.

I refused to be distracted by what was going on below but crept over the tiered seating, bolted to the floor, toward the guards below. The noise from the room made it easy to get close. I slit the throat of the first guard before anyone noticed, and he crumpled silently. The second guard turned at the movement, but I felled him before he could cry out. The third guard stumbled back in alarm, drawing his sword. He tripped on the low seat behind him and fell. I didn’t give him the chance to regain his balance.

I stepped back at once; the carved banisters that lined the gallery were spaced widely enough for people below to see the edge of the fight. When there were no raised voices or shouts, I dragged the bodies back and crouched to look down between the rails at the throne room below.

There had to be at least fifty soldiers, a mixture of royal guards and soldiers with Lyrason’s house colors on their tunics. The throne on its pedestal was empty except for the king’s ceremonial crown, which somebody must have retrieved from the treasury. It was only worn at coronations.

Lyrason and Gregane stood in the center of the room. I turned my detector to its most sensitive and caught several keening moans, the loudest two coming squarely from the center.

Lyrason had never set off my alarm before. He was probably now absorbing vitality from halfsouls. If he wore a device to stop the signal to my detectors, it would interrupt the connection between the two poles and so stop the flow of vitality. He had no choice but to ring loud and clear to us.

I scooted away from the edge and checked the main door onto the gallery. It was locked from the inside, the key still in place, and a bolt pushed shut at the top. I left it unaltered for now.

I went back to the servants’ door and ushered the rest of us through, using hand motions to remind everyone to stay quiet.

Annabelle went straight to the edge of the balcony and crouched, raising her crossbow. “I’ve got a clear shot. If I take out Lyrason, they will likely fall into disorder.”

I grunted. “He’s using kryalcomy, and I suspect he will have extra vitality from halfsouls. It will need to be a clean kill, or he will heal. It’s a long way for an exact shot. If you miss, we’ll blow our cover and arrows will be shot in return.” I motioned for the rest of our party to stay against the back wall away from sight and out of range.

She deepened her breaths. “I’ll take the chance. You can block incoming arrows using your kryalcomy, correct? Even yadum tipped ones?”

I couldn’t help a small smile at her self-confidence. “I can.”

I glanced back to make sure Meena was keeping Sophie far from the edge. Nobody could harm her back there.

Jared settled into position with the other crossbow beside Annabelle. “If we shoot at the same time, we’re more likely to make the kill.”

Annabelle nodded, her movements becoming more purposeful. She repositioned in her half crouch and aimed between the gallery rails. “On my count. Three. Two. One. Shoot.”

Both crossbow strings snapped forward at the same time, the bolts sailing downward. I held my breath. A white explosion similar to the one in the king’s office cracked through the room, scattering guards and knocking dozens to their feet. It looked like it didn’t just block my kryalcomy, but normal missiles too.

When the explosion cleared, one crossbow bolt lay shattered, but the second was embedded in Lyrason’s thigh. The whine on my detector from his direction intensified.

Jared quickly reloaded, sitting back from the balcony edge so he could sit straighter as he pulled back the string into the catch. “The normal bolt got destroyed. The yadum tipped one only got deflected. Shoot again. Yadum bolts only. It’s going to be hard to make a clean kill.”

I glanced at him, keeping still in the shadow of the wall, my eyes on Lyrason as the chaos beneath us shifted. Fingers pointed our direction, and crossbows were drawn. Lyrason pulled the bolt out of his own thigh with much less pain than he should have. He pressed his hands down to staunch the blood, but it already seemed to be healing.

“Hold!” he shouted to his guards.

I held up my hand to Annabelle and Jared as Lyrason locked eyes with me. They both aimed but held. My eyes darted back to Sophie. She was safe, but creeping closer to the edge of the gallery to observe what was going on. At her angle close to the far wall, it would be hard for anyone to see her, let alone hit her with an arrow. Still, I angled my body toward her so I could dive if needed.

Lyrason smiled up at the gallery. “You shoot at me again, and I will kill my two guests.” He beckoned and one of the side doors opened. Guards dragged in two men with sacks over their heads, their hands tied behind their backs, though they both kicked out with their legs. One was at least a head taller than the other. Apprehension grew in my stomach, quickly turning to cold realization as I analyzed one prisoner’s bright clothes. Lyrason had moved faster than I’d thought possible.

Lyrason strode up to the men without even limping, a calm expression on his face. He pulled off the sacks to reveal Callum and Second Prince Clarence.


ANNABELLE
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The moment the smaller prisoner was pulled through the side door, I knew he was my brother. I knew the fashionable, lazily worn clothes and the gangly legs. I knew the way he walked.

Lyrason must have had his own guards with Clarence, ready to take him prisoner at a moment’s notice. I blew out a breath. At least, he wasn’t dead like Stirling. Yet. Being too young to inherit the throne was likely the only reason he was alive. And the fact that Lyrason wanted to control me. I hoped Venerick was still alive.

As Lyrason pulled the sacks off the two prisoners’ heads, the second prisoner, Callum, spat straight into his face. I was warming to that man. His gait was unsteady, and his hair was matted with blood that was also smeared across his forehead. His clothes were dirty on one side as if he had been dragged here.

Gregane rewarded Callum with a sharp blow to the back of his knees, sending him to the floor. Hard. He grabbed his hair and forced him to keep kneeling. Callum winced. His skin was pale. I wondered how hard they’d had to hit his head in order to take him prisoner.

I stood up, keeping my crossbow trained on Lyrason. His eyes narrowed on me, and he held up his hand as dozens of crossbows angled themselves to my chest and head. “Don’t shoot her.”

He smiled and clasped his hands in front of him as if we were having a normal, polite conversation. “Annabelle, my dear, let’s end the theatrics. It was nice of you to come and save me the bother of finding you.” He drew a knife in his hand and, with two quick strides, grabbed Clarence’s hair to pull his head back. Lyrason held his knife to my brother’s long, pale neck. My heart pounded against my ribs.

Lyrason smiled at me. “You have two options. One, you can stop drawing this out unnecessarily and getting people killed. Come down, and agree to marry me. Such a move will ensure a peaceful transition into our new monarchy. Two, you can shoot that crossbow, which will deflect against my shield, and I will slit your little brother’s throat.”

I swallowed, trying to think clearly. The many soldiers in the room were meant to be on my side, yet they followed Lyrason. Without him, they’d crumble. But he had Clarence. He would only have to move his hand an inch and my brother would be dead.

Kasten’s voice came low and measured from one side. “Keep calm. Don’t let him get to you. Stall for time if you need to.”

I licked my lips. Father had killed so many to keep one son alive. I couldn’t fall into the same trap. If I was to be queen, I had to put the kingdom first. I had to. I couldn’t let Lyrason take the throne or thousands more would die.

My fingers sweated on the lever which formed a squeeze trigger. I aimed between Lyrason’s eyes. Did I have the strength to do this?

And what if the reason the second bolt had got through the kryalcomy shield was not due to the yadum, but due to blows in quick succession? Maybe the shield could only block so much at once.

I spoke while barely moving my lips, keeping my aim steady. “Kasten, I want you to aim an arc of kryalcomy straight at Lyrason. As powerful as you can.”

His head whipped around. “It’s not discriminate. Clarence and Callum will be caught in the blow.”

My heart rate increased, but I stuck to my plan. “Do it on my command. Clarence should be behind Lyrason’s kryalcomy shield. Callum should be behind Gregane’s. They’re so close together. Jared, fire at Lyrason a second after Kasten’s attack. Aim for his chest.”

Kasten’s voice was tight. “You realize this might end up in Callum and Prince Clarence’s deaths? Are you really prepared to gamble with their lives?”

My hands shook slightly. “Yes, because I’ll do anything to save my kingdom. Now!”

Kasten swore, turned, and swiped his blade through the air. A blinding arc of silvery light sped down into the center of the room.

As I’d hoped, Lyrason lifted his hand to shield his eyes instead of cutting Clarence’s throat. I aimed where I predicted Lyrason would stumble back and fired.

Kasten’s arc hit Lyrason’s shield, and a blinding explosion filled the entire room below us. The walls shook, and I stumbled as the gallery tipped. Cracks appeared up one wall as islands of plaster crumbled down.

As the bright light cleared, dust clouds drifted across the air. I saw a swathe of fallen bodies across the room. Kingdoms, the starstone was powerful. Lyrason was crouched on the floor, a crossbow bolt in his belly. The second bolt was embedded in Clarence’s shoulder where he knelt, sagging to one side. Gregane was knocked to the floor, splayed on his back but already rising, apparently unharmed. Callum had disappeared.

Before I could take stock of the full situation, Kasten fired another wider arc down, the silver energy felling half the soldiers on the opposite side of the room. “I’ll get Lyrason before he can recover.” He turned behind us and shouted to Sophie, “Stay away from the fighting.” Then he unhooked a grappling hook from his bracer and attached it to one of the chairs before flinging himself from the balcony and descending into the chaos.

I shook myself back into alertness and looked over the balcony. There was no way I could get down to the floor, and plenty of enemy soldiers were still standing. I looked back at Lyrason who hadn't risen from his sitting position. Gregane was crouched over him. The two seemed to be arguing. Clarence was discarded, lying beside them, his fingers pressing down on his shoulder around the arrow, though there didn’t appear to be much blood. Even from here, I could see the pain on his pale face. He was so alone.

My poor brother. My confidence trembled.
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Sophie

I’d watched the scene unfold from the shadows at the corner of the rail, my hands pressed to my mouth. So much fighting, death and disloyalty. I didn’t understand how Kasten and Annabelle could be so composed. I couldn’t be any more out of place. This was Kasten’s world, and I was bewildered in it. I was small and lost.

I closed my eyes and composed myself. No, just because I couldn’t fight, didn’t mean I couldn’t be useful. I had to be brave.

I opened my eyes to a bright explosion that forced me to look away. When it cleared, I saw both Lyrason and Prince Clarence had been shot by bolts. I leaned forward in alarm and clutched the gallery rail. Prince Clarence clutched at his shoulder. Even from here, I could see his face growing pale and his breathing become shallow and rapid. He collapsed back, his hands still on his shoulder. He didn’t seem to be breathing heavily, but he was going into shock. Many people died from such a wound even without the blood loss or a vital organ being pierced. I had to help him.

Kasten looked me in the eyes from across the balcony. “Stay away from the fighting.” He leapt over the rail without hesitation, using one of Callum’s grappling hooks. My heart clenched with worry, and I tried to fight it. My husband would be fine. He had the power of the starstone. I looked at the mess of soldiers below. Kasten wouldn’t make it to Clarence any time soon. And the prince needed help now.

Kasten wouldn’t like it, but I was stronger than he thought I was, and the need was dire. If I didn’t act now, poor Clarence could die a painful death.

I patted the medical supplies in my white leather bag to reassure myself, turned, and ran for the main door. The key was in the lock. Meena was already at my back. She raised an eyebrow in question. I had a feeling she was going to end up telling me off again. “Stay close,” I whispered with a smile that was both apologetic and pleading. “We need to save Prince Clarence.”

Meena didn’t hide her worry but nodded.

I turned to the maids, Tilly and Dorothea, apologetically. “I don’t know the palace well. Can you get me as close to Prince Clarence as possible while avoiding the soldiers and the fighting? I want to treat his injuries if I can get the opportunity.”

The two women looked over my shoulder with uncertain expressions. Tilly turned to Dorothea. “I’ll take her. You stay with Princess Annabelle in case she needs you.”

I smiled my thanks and let myself be led down the main corridor, Meena close behind me. The thick blue carpet muffled our footfalls. There wasn’t much to hide behind, but the corridor was deserted. All of Lyrason’s soldiers must have been occupied by the fighting inside.

We turned a corner, and Tilly pointed to a closed door in the wall. “That door leads to the center of the throne room, but if you go through, they’ll be sure to see us, my lady. What should we do?”

Meena stepped in front of me, so she was between me and the door. “I can’t defend you from all those soldiers,” she warned. “Some of them might have kryalcomy devices as well.”

I debated while my heart thudded. Then the door handle started to turn. I pushed Tilly to one side, and we hurried behind the nearby floor-length curtains bordering a window while Meena hid behind the opening door itself. I peeked between the folds and gasped. Soldiers were dragging a large cage out of a side room. From inside, the angry shrieks and violent rattles could only belong to a halfsoul. Was Lyrason going to set it loose on the room? Or would he be able to extract more vitality from it if he brought it closer?

I shook my head. Those were problems for later. We waited for the cage to be pushed through the door and the soldiers to be out of sight before we left the cover of the curtains. They hadn’t closed the door into the throne room behind them. From a safe distance, I dared to peek at what was happening on the other side.
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Annabelle

My heart thudded so hard, and my chest ached as I watched my brother’s agony. He was out of my reach. Kasten was clearing soldiers rapidly, but he was still too far away.

Lyrason started gesturing wildly, and I focused on his lips. It seemed he wanted to pull out the arrow in his stomach while Gregane was shaking his head and holding up his palms. I frowned. I supposed Lyrason couldn’t heal using the vitality from the halfsouls while it was still buried in his body. But if he pulled it out, the blood loss might kill him before he could heal.

Either way, he seemed to be in barely any pain. Just how much haemalcomy he was using? Why wouldn’t the man just die?

Lyrason seemed to win the argument, and Gregane turned from him, rising and running to a side door. Gregane shouted at some guards, and they entered the throne room pushing a large cage on wheels, covered by a blanket. It rocked as if something was inside it, violently trying to get out. I straightened and raised my crossbow once more.

They wouldn’t…not here…

Gregane pulled off the blanket to reveal a caged halfsoul. As soon as it could see the people around it, it threw itself at the bars and screeched. It looked like Lyrason wanted more vitality for when he pulled the arrow free.

I licked my lips and aimed for its heart, but I couldn’t get a clear shot; the solid top of the cage protected much of its body from my elevated angle.

Gregane grabbed a weakly struggling Clarence and started to drag him over to the cage. I changed my bow’s aim and shot at Gregane, but the two were moving too much in their struggle for me to aim centrally, and the flash of Gregane’s kryalcomy shield deflected it far away.

In response, Gregane pushed Clarence between us, using him as a human shield in addition to his kryalcomy one. I swore and looked down for Kasten, hoping he was close enough to rescue Clarence. But he was still too far away, cutting through line after line of densely packed soldiers.

No, no, no! I’d never felt more useless.

Gregane presented Clarence’s arm to the halfsoul. My brother kicked and flailed, trying to escape. The halfsoul bit him. I covered my mouth in shock.

Clarence fell backward, and I watched as he rapidly lost consciousness, his limbs shaking and becoming rigid. Lyrason hovered beside him, breathing deeply, then reached to pull the arrow from his own abdomen. Anger and grief bubbled hot inside me. I’d managed to keep my emotions under tight control since I’d heard of my parents’ deaths, but now barely anything was holding me together.

I had nothing to hold me back now.

I fired at Lyrason, the bright white explosion shattering my arrow. I fired again, as quickly as I could load. Jared fired too.

I only needed one bolt to get through or at least delay them long enough for Kasten to reach them and finish this.

As the next explosion cleared, I saw Lyrason had pulled the bolt from his stomach. His tunic was drenched with blood, and a second bolt had injured his arm. Gregane was flapping around him.

Kasten was getting close now.

I fired again. When the explosion cleared, my heart plummeted. Lyrason and Gregane were gone, leaving only a bright smear of blood to show where they’d been lying. I let out a cry of frustration. We had been so close.

Kasten finally reached Clarence and fitted a bracelet around his wrist. At once, Clarence’s muscles relaxed, his expression becoming calm, though he remained unconscious.

An inhuman screech made me turn. Somebody had left the halfsoul loose. I blinked. Lyrason would do that to his own men? Even when he needed vitality and a distraction to cover his escape, it was shocking to see how little loyalty that man had.

I shot at the halfsoul and missed. I reloaded as fast as I could and shot again, this time finding my target square in the chest, but not before another person had been bitten. I cursed. Things were becoming more and more out of control.

And wild beasts were always the most dangerous when they were injured.


SOPHIE
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We peered at the chaos in the throne room while keeping plenty of distance between us and the door. Tilly was right. There were dozens of soldiers between me and Prince Clarence, we would never reach him. I gasped, helpless, as Gregane dragged the prince kicking and screaming to the halfsoul. The halfsoul bit.

I put my hand in my pouch for Callum’s chain bracelet. If I got it on the prince quickly enough, he wouldn’t have much of his vitality stolen, or too much violence injected. I hoped. It was the only way I could save him. His vitality already had to be low from his injury.

Bolts rained down causing bright explosion after explosion that made me look away. I was wasting time. I opened my pouch and added powders to distilled water, working methodically with shaking fingers while Meena kept watch at the door. Kasten would clear a path to Clarence, Lyrason, and Gregane. That was his job. I had to focus on mine.

I held up the mixture: bigsweed to prevent infection, pigsmoss and birdsfoot for the pain and inflammation as well as being a mild sedative to keep him calm, and arnica, ephedra, and tensworth to stabilize his blood pressure and stop him from going into shock. Once again, I internally thanked Kasten for giving me that swamp.

The door behind me crashed open. We had no time to hide. Gregane and Lyrason stumbled into the corridor. Lyrason was bleeding profusely from a stomach wound and had his arm around Gregane who supported him. He seemed to be in strangely little pain but swayed from weakness.

They froze when they saw me and Meena, and for a strange couple of heartbeats, we only stared at one another. Gregane frowned at the mixture I had in my hands. Then Lyrason shook his head as if in decision, and they hurried to a tapestry, shoving it aside to reveal a door.

My heartbeat didn’t let up. Nobody was following them from the throne room. They were going to get away unless I did something. No, no, no. If we didn’t stop them, the fighting wouldn’t end. I couldn’t let them make anyone else into a halfsoul.

I pointed to the men. “Meena, stop them!”

My guard didn’t hesitate but launched into a sprint, reaching them within seconds. Her blade was raised and aimed at Lyrason.

She collided with a blinding white shield of kryalcomy. This time there was no explosion of power like when Kasten’s arcs hit them. Instead, it was like Meena hit an invisible wall that flashed with energy. She staggered backward, dazed and unsteady. Gregane stepped forward and plunged a needle into her arm, before she regained her balance.

Meena crumpled.

I screamed and started to run forward, though it felt like my limbs were moving through honey.

No, no, no!

Lyrason hit Gregane’s shoulder. “You fool, that was our only other one. I told you to save it!”

Gregane merely shrugged. “You needed the vitality, and she was a good choice. She was strong and healthy.” He helped Lyrason through the hidden door, though Lyrason shook him off, still clutching his wound. I didn’t give them another glance, my attention all on my friend. The most loyal friend I’d ever had.

Meena convulsed. Her skin became pale and her cheeks hollow as all her vitality was sucked out at a terrible speed.

I pulled out my bracelet and dived to her side, sliding it over her wrist. But I was too late. Meena was no longer breathing. I held my ear to her chest. Silence.

She was dead. Her vitality drained.

Panic and grief seized me as my whole body trembled with sobs. There was nothing I could do for her now.

Meena. Not Meena. Why had I told her to attack? Why…why…why?

Her beautiful, strong face was taut and withered and the roots of her glossy black hair had turned grey. She was almost unrecognizable.

The sobs came so hard, it was a struggle to breathe.

I staggered to my feet to glance through the door into the throne room, needing Kasten. I needed him so badly. But I had just gotten one of his best guards killed.

My husband was kneeling at Prince Clarence’s side and pushing his own bracelet over the prince’s wrist. At least, he had reached him in time. Kasten had saved him.

I bit my lip, fighting to concentrate through the tears. Now Kasten wouldn’t have anything to protect him from the halfsouls other than some untested theory about the starstone giving him more vitality. But I was immune. My time with the Originals proved it.

I removed my bracelet from Meena and waited by the door as I fought to bring my breathing under control, my deep, rapid breaths only making me feel dizzier. I was panicking. The tears weren’t stopping.

Calm. I needed calm. I tried to clear my mind.

In. Out. In. Out.

I stared at Kasten, longing for him to notice me and fight his way here. I wanted him to come and make everything all right again. But chaos surrounded Kasten, soldiers and halfsouls and crossbow bolts making an impossible wall of mayhem between us. He didn’t look through the door and spot me.

I was alone. I needed to be stronger than this. I couldn’t be so dependent on Kasten that I couldn’t do what needed to be done.

I wiped my eyes on my sleeve. I wouldn’t let Meena die in vain. I refused to look at her body. Refused to think past my single goal; I couldn’t let Lyrason and Gregane escape.

And I wasn’t alone. Not yet.

I shoved the tonic to Tilly along with my bracelet. “Give these to Kasten to use on Prince Clarence. Wait a few minutes for them to clear Lyrason’s soldiers, then get to him as soon as it’s safe. It may save the prince’s life. Tell Kasten I’ve gone after Lyrason and to follow me using the detector. If I don’t go now, we’ll lose him forever.”

Tilly looked terrified as I shoved the things in her hands, but she gave me a slight nod.

I brushed her arm, my tears threatening to overwhelm me again. “Thank you for doing this. Tell him to catch up with me soon.”

I unhooked Meena’s freisk knife and curved steel dagger and pushed them through my belt. It gave me strength thinking that part of her was still with me.

I brushed fresh tears angrily from my face and ran to the door behind the tapestry. My heart was a riot in my chest. This was dangerous, but I owed it to Meena to end this. I owed it to everyone who had been made a halfsoul.

I remembered to sound the alarm signal on my detector as I ran down the stairs, turning it for two cycles before I focused all my concentration on running.

I trusted Kasten. He would catch up with me. Then he could stop Lyrason once and for all.


KASTEN
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Lyrason’s remaining soldiers started backing away to the far corner, many already running from the throne room. Now they had been abandoned by their lord and faced with my kryalcomy, they were rapidly losing their courage.

No more crossbow bolts sailed down from the gallery, which I assumed meant Sophie, Annabelle, and her loyal followers were making their way down.

Once Annabelle had control of the palace, it would be easy enough for us to assert her authority. She could even give herself a rushed coronation if necessary. We could then form a united front against Lyrason.

One of the maids, Tilly, came running in from a side door, clutching a tonic and Sophie’s bracelet. I frowned at her. She looked terrified and her cheeks were streaked with tears. She bowed to me and held up the items.

“General, Lady Sophie said to give these things to you to treat Prince Clarence.”

I glanced back at the pale unconscious prince, my own bracelet around his wrist. I turned back to Tilly, fighting my rising apprehension. “Where is she?”

Tilly started to shake. “She chased after Lyrason and Gregane. They…they killed her guard.”

My lips parted as I suddenly became unable to take in air. I stepped forward, and Tilly stepped back in response. “She’s alone? And she ran after Lyrason and Gregane?”

Tilly nodded. “She said you should follow her with some sort of detector. She thought you’d catch up quickly. She went through a door behind the tapestry of lilies.”

I swore, dread seizing my insides. I had told her to stay away from the fighting. I had told her again and again to stop taking risks, thinking she had to prove herself. I’d shown her that I could only do this with her at my side. Without her, I was a monster.

Why couldn’t she be sensible and stay safe? She reminded me a little of the way I used to take risks when I’d thought my life was worthless. Is that what she believed? Had I failed so badly to show her who she really was?

I wanted to be angry, but all I felt was fear so cold it stole my breath. My nightmare…

I snatched Sophie’s bracelet. “Give that tonic to the prince and wait with him. Don’t take the bracelet off his wrist!”

I started running for the side door before I’d even finished speaking. I raised my hand to my detector and turned the dial back and forward, emitting the signal that made me a rallying point.

Why was I never fast enough?

I kicked the door fully open and saw Meena’s body drained of life across the corridor. I blocked the grief from my mind and searched for the tapestry. On my detector, multiple faint keens sounded. Lyrason was making halfsouls. I could still hear Sophie’s lower drone when I concentrated, but it was growing quieter with distance. Detectors were more sensitive to haemalcomy than kryalcomy. The more noises on the detector, the harder it would be to trace her.

Fear threatened to push me into panic. I flung aside the tapestry and found the hidden door. I kicked it open as Callum skidded to my side.

“Where have you been?” I growled at him as I rushed into the narrow stairway.

Callum huffed behind me. “Well, my day was thoroughly ruined. I was having the most fun sacking Duke James’s mansion, but if you hadn’t noticed, I was interrupted and held captive and almost killed. It’s more traditional in these situations to ask about my welfare.”

I was in no mood for his personality right now. “Sophie ran off alone after Lyrason and Gregane. Meena’s dead.” I took the spiraling staircase three steps at a time.

Callum swore. “But I can hear halfsouls. They’re probably heading into the city, turning people as they go.”

I gritted my teeth. “I know.”

“Kasten, remember she’s immune. It will likely be more dangerous for us than for her.”

I almost stopped to shake him and roar in his face. Only the need to be fast kept me moving. “She’s tracking Lyrason! How by any scale is that not dangerous? And she has nobody with her!”

I’d almost lost her once. It wasn’t meant to happen again. It was just a bad dream.

We reached a door in the side of the staircase. One of Sophie’s glass mixing beakers sat on the stair beside it, marking the way. I crashed through the door and skidded into a corridor. Which way had they gone? A second beaker lay smashed where it had rolled unhelpfully into the center of the carpet. Somebody must have kicked it by accident while running though.

I saw a servant cowering in one corner and grabbed his arm. “Which way did Lyrason go?”

He pointed toward the atrium, shrinking back as if he thought the wall was capable of swallowing him.

I stepped closer. “Was there a blonde woman in a white dress following him and Gregane?”

The servant nodded and pointed to the atrium again. He screwed his eyes shut as if expecting a blow. I left him and ran to the front doors.

Outside, the sun was just starting to set. I’d lost all track of time. Halfsouls were more active in the dark.

The endless grassy lawn in front of the palace was a mass of confusion on either side of the drive. Soldiers I recognized from my battalion pointed to me and started to jog over. Fighting had broken out on the other side. In the stables that lined one wall of the palace, horses were panicking and kicking down the wooden walls. I ran down the drive, scanning everywhere for Sophie.

Sir Chance saluted me as he intercepted me from the side. His tanned, stocky figure was surprisingly fast. “General. There are halfsouls around. A sudden influx of them just appeared. We’ve killed all the ones we’ve found. Also some of the royal guard have been fighting us ever since Frank let us through the outer wall. Whether the royal guards are attacking us due to their loyalty to Lyrason or because they think we’re behind the coup is not certain. Everyone is confused. Sir Philip sent a messenger saying that Duke James’s mansion has been burned to the ground. The duke has been confirmed dead by Lord Venerick. So far, the city guard hasn’t moved to the palace but is keeping the peace in the streets.”

I nodded but kept moving forward. “The halfsouls were likely to cover up Lyrason’s escape from the palace. He’s injured and trying to take in more vitality. He may already be healed. Lady Sophie went after him alone. Dame Meena has been killed. Lady Sophie is incredibly vulnerable right now, and the top priority of every single Kasomere soldier is her safety and capturing Lyrason and Gregane, dead if necessary. I want all our troops focused on reaching them as quickly as possible.”

Sir Chance’s forehead was creased with worry. “Our battalion is still scattered, but I will get our men to her as quickly as possible.” He swallowed. “One more thing, General. These halfsouls are different from before. They’re quicker and more aggressive. And they infected others much faster.”

I scowled. Great.

Sir Chance fell back a step to give orders to his battalion. Others joined us, sprinting across the lawn, my detector still giving off the signal to rally. From somewhere, a royal guard shot an arrow, and I returned a silver arc without stopping.

The long drive finished in an elaborate scrollwork gate set between two gatehouses and the garden wall. Guards were pushing it shut and bolting it while crossbowmen positioned on roofs of the small houses aimed at us.

Absolute fools. What did they hope to achieve by keeping me in the palace? If they thought I was staging a coup, they should want me out. I guessed these were Lyrason’s men, covering his retreat. No sound of detectors was coming from ahead, suggesting the area was clear of my own men.

I drew in a surge of power, not caring to limit it and sent an arc of silver light at the gatehouses. The people around me slowed to shield their eyes. Metal and stone were stretched and then decimated with a tearing, wrenching, shattering sound. Dust blew up in billowing clouds, sending jarring vibrations through the ground. My soldiers slowed but I only picked up my speed. Nothing, absolutely nothing would get between me and Sophie. She believed I would come and finish Lyrason. She always trusted me to keep her safe.

Nothing in the world mattered if she wasn’t in it.

Lyrason had been injured. He and Gregane must be moving more slowly. We’d catch up with them soon.

The dust cleared showing the gatehouses reduced to crumbling rubble. Sir Chase swore behind me but Callum whistled. “Now this is more like it. You’re getting closer to the spectacular havoc I unleashed earlier.”

The palace stood on top of a hill and the houses of the rich started not far beyond the walls. The normally busy road was wide and straight as it swept between grand mansions, fountains, and fruit trees. At last, I stopped running, pausing to assess the situation as the sunset turned the pale street crimson.

The road was filling with halfsouls, their jerky, manic actions clear from a distance, while citizens ran for the safety of their walls and homes. Carriages lay on their sides, their wheels turning in the air, and horses ran wild. What had Lyrason done? He wouldn’t have anyone left to rule at this rate. Sophie…

Sir Chase hurried up beside me, one hand holding a handkerchief over his mouth as the dust settled around us. With the other hand he handed me a spyglass.

I took it with a nod and scanned the road. The screams of the halfsouls on my detector coupled with the lower drones from the soldiers’ detectors behind me made Sophie’s detector difficult to pinpoint. “Where are you?” I whispered.

They had to be traveling to Lyrason’s mansion or some other safe house where he could be protected from his own halfsouls while he stole their lives.

I scanned the crowds again, starting to despair, when I caught a flash of white between the milling bodies. I moved the spyglass back to focus on the white material. It was her. It was definitely her.

I held my breath. Between the dirty, blooded, and torn clothes of numerous halfsouls, Sophie weaved through them in her spotless white dress, her hair glistening silver in the dusk light. The halfsouls ignored her, trying to get into houses or chase citizens. She had always been a star in the midst of terrible darkness to me. But that truth was plain for all the world to see; she would always be the light that guided. She was always hope.

Thank the kingdoms, she seemed unafraid and uninjured. It was hard to admit it, but her immunity made her the only person alive able to track Lyrason and Gregane through that hoard. She might be the only one who could stop them from getting away and creating endless halfsouls.

But I still hated that she had done it and treated her own life as if it were expendable.

I returned the spyglass. “I can’t see Lyrason, but Sophie’s close to the chestnut tree. We need to reach her and get her to safety. Lyrason and Gregane won’t be far away from her position.”

Sir Chase took the spyglass and rubbed his forehead. “General, there will soon be hundreds of halfsouls down there as they spread throughout the city. Our men are trained to tackle them two to one. We’ll be quickly overwhelmed if we’re not careful.”

I nodded, the sight of Sophie giving me strength. “And we are worth thousands of them. Think of what evil we fight against. Think how necessary it is to stand against them. We will prevail. I know it. Many have tried to kill us. None have managed.”

Callum patted me on the shoulder. “You’re getting better at inspirational speeches, you know. Slowly improving but better.” He pointed to the pouch on my belt. “You should put the bracelet on in case you’re bitten. I have mine. There are still only three.”

I started forward and fitted Callum’s bracelet that blocked haemalcomy. I instantly felt…strange. Weaker. Slower and not quite able to catch my breath. I shook my head to clear the dizzy sensation. I didn’t understand. I hadn’t been bitten, and the bracelet was meant to stop my vitality being stolen. Then why did I feel the opposite?

My body felt increasingly weaker by the second. I yanked it off and put it back in my pocket. At once my strength and focus was restored.

I’d worry about my strange reaction later. “All of you keep behind me.”

I broke into a jog down the hill and let out an arc of silver light that caused garden walls to crack and cobblestones to lurch.


SOPHIE
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Islipped between the halfsouls, my heart becoming battered as it slammed against my ribs, but they still didn’t notice me. I’d been so scared when I was near them in the corridor in Lyrason’s house. I refused to be like that now. I kept moving forward, my mind focused on my quarry.

I felt so alive.

The poor tortured creatures brushed against me with terrible expressions. They shrieked and jerked. Their gaping mouths reminded me over and over of the teeth that had sunk into my arm. But I wouldn’t lose Lyrason. If we didn’t stop him soon, all of Adenburg would become halfsouls. Kasten wouldn’t like what I had done, but I could do this, whatever he thought. All of Fenland was relying on me. And they’d killed Meena…

As the press of halfsouls came closer, the harder it was to see Lyrason and Mister Gregane and keep up with their pace. Lyrason was walking normally now, the wound in his abdomen apparently healed. In fact, he moved with astonishing speed. I kept pressing on my reserve around my neck so I could keep up my fast walk, dreading the moment it would run out.

Gregane held an object that somehow repelled the halfsouls and was constantly shoving it outward toward them. It appeared to be a globe of greenish metal. The repulsion wasn’t like the halfsouls’ manner toward me, whom they simply ignored, thinking I was one of them. No, the halfsouls would run eagerly toward Lyrason and Gregane, then be actively repelled. I assumed it was some sort of haemalcomy.

An ear-splitting crack from behind made me turn. Arcs of bright light burned my vision, and a group of soldiers dressed in pale blue and silver headed down the road from the palace. Kasten was coming. I just had to lead him to Lyrason. I turned back and almost missed Lyrason turning down a side street. I unslung my medical bag and hooked it as high as I could reach on a shop sign next to the passage to mark the turning. I hoped Kasten would see it.

I turned and was glad to see there were no halfsouls in the street ahead. The path was clear and clean, and Lyrason and Gregane were running away unhindered. They were heading toward Father’s old house. Trepidation tightened my chest. No, my family was gone. I couldn’t get distracted or hesitate.

We turned a corner, and I reached for my detector, using the alert code again. Please let somebody be close. Please. It would take Kasten too long to fight his way through the halfsouls that I’d simply slipped past. I followed around another bend and slammed into Gregane. He’d been waiting for me.

He grabbed my arm, his lank hair falling forward as he leaned into me. “For somebody who’s meant to be intelligent with all your plants and experiments, you’re actually rather stupid, aren’t you?”

Lyrason stepped up on my other side with a neutral expression, a small, apologetic smile on his lips as he pushed his glasses up his nose. “Now we can stop Kasten, but we should still move fast. Can you drag her?”

I didn’t waste a moment. I didn’t think. I lunged for Mister Gregane’s hand and grabbed the small globe of greenish metal that he had been using to keep the halfsouls away. To my surprise, I prized it free from his sweaty fingers. He jerked me backward, away from his hand, and I used the momentum to fling it over the nearest high wall. Now they’d be vulnerable. I might not be strong enough to kill them, but enough halfsouls would. And there were more than enough on the streets now.

Gregane roared in frustration. “You stupid girl!” He hit me across the face with the hilt of his dagger.

Pain bloomed across my cheekbone, and pressure throbbed in my temple. I gasped and panted as he pulled me upright. “I don’t care if you kill me,” I hissed. “Not if it stops all of this.”

Lyrason sneered. “I thought you’d realized by now that some things are far worse than death. You should know that more than most.” He turned to Gregane. “We need to move. Kasten will clean up the halfsouls. We have enough vitality now. When he finally finds us, he won’t be able to hurt us as long as we have her. He’ll do as we want, which will allow us to take Annabelle.”

I reached for my dagger, but Gregane predicted the movement and twisted my arms behind my back tighter and tighter until my eyes watered with pain. “There are so many experiments I can’t wait to do to you,” he whispered in my ear. He raked his long dirty fingers through my hair, found the detector, and yanked it from my scalp. I yelled as the little metal claws ripped through my skin.

Gregane started dragging me down the street after Lyrason. I did my best to slow us down, kicking my heels into the cracks between cobblestones and rolling in his grip so he had to keep changing hands to avoid letting go, the material of my dress constricting his fingers. If the halfsouls caught up, they would have nothing to repel them with. I’d survive, and they’d die. It was my best hope.

Soldiers burst onto the street ahead. They wore the pale blue and silver Kasomere colors and aimed their crossbows at us, blocking our path. I breathed out a shaky breath. They must have heard my rally call before my detector was torn free. They would stop Lyrason and Gregane’s escape. I was not alone anymore.

Lyrason stayed perfectly calm. “If you shoot, I will kill Lady Batton.” He lifted a knife in my direction. Gregane held me tighter and jerked my hair back so my throat was exposed.

The soldiers hesitated but kept their weapons drawn as they formed two ranks that blockaded the street. Gregane kept one hand knotted in my hair and drew a long rapier with a black blade to the side of me. He cocked his head, his lank hair falling across his features.

Lyrason swept his arm to gesture toward us. “Gentlemen, you really, really don’t want to fight him. Believe me.”

From behind, screeches grew louder as halfsouls found our alley and started flinging themselves off the walls in eagerness as they came down. I licked my lips. Not long now before they reached us and attacked Lyrason and Gregane. But I didn’t want them to hurt the soldiers as well.

The troops before us held fast, and I felt a swell of pride, quickly overwhelmed by fear for their bravery. Gregane looked back nervously. “My lord?”

Kasten, Kasten, where are you?

The screams of the halfsouls came closer. Gregane dragged me to one side of the street, and Lyrason grabbed my wrists, waving Gregane away. I yanked myself forward, hoping that Lyrason would be weaker, and so easier to free myself from. However, his nails dug deeper into the tender skin of my wrists, making me hiss in pain. Sharp metal grazed my ribs, and I looked down to see Lyrason had angled his dagger where he could drive it up into my heart. “Behave,” he whispered in my ear. “Save your energy in case we have to run. A spindly little girl like you won’t be able to break free, hmm?” He spoke too quickly to be menacing, his voice slightly too high-pitched.

Lyrason nodded to Gregane who still held his rapier outstretched. “Break through these men. Now.”

Gregane’s eyes widened, but then he looked back at the approaching tidal wave of halfsouls and nodded. He pressed down on a metal band around his forearm and lunged at the soldiers blocking the way, suddenly faster and stronger. Maybe the bracelet functioned like Callum’s reserve. Or maybe he was drawing on more vitality. They had to be harvesting unthinkable amounts with this many halfsouls running loose.

My resolve started to shake as he plowed into Kasomere soldiers. My soldiers. Were they going to die like Meena simply because I had called them to fight? If I ordered them to retreat, I knew they would. But we had to stop Lyrason—we had to stop this terrible darkness.

Gregane’s blade caught a soldier’s arm, and the man dropped, screaming in unexpected agony. An arrow hit Gregane’s invisible haemalcomy shield causing a white explosion that sent men stumbling to the ground. Masonry crumpled around us. It seemed that the slower blows from swords didn’t trigger the shield, just kryalcomy and fast projectiles.

However, Lyrason was focused on the halfsouls. He pushed me to a trellis up the side of a tall garden wall. “Climb up. Now.”

I obeyed, glad he’d let go of my arm. I reached the top, my long, wide skirts creating some difficulty, and balanced on the bricks on my hands and feet, not daring to stand. I wished I’d changed into sensible boots like Annabelle, but at least my slippers didn’t have heels. Lyrason followed close behind me, his dagger still unsheathed. “Don’t try anything stupid.” He perched on the wall beside me and gripped my upper arm.

The halfsouls were almost level with the men fighting below. I pressed a hand to my mouth in horror. I wanted to stop this. I didn’t want our soldiers to be turned into those twisted beasts.

Silvery light blinded my vision, and I almost fell backward off the wall. A new hand gripped my shoulder as the heel of my slipper dipped into empty air and I flailed. I gasped and turned to find Kasten beside me, steadying me as he perched on the wall. He must have leapt up from the garden behind us while we were focused on the street.

Kasten. I almost sagged with relief. But my heart rate accelerated further as I took stock of the situation.

My husband wasn’t looking at me. His eyes were violent death as he regarded Lyrason, like a predator about to pounce. The lord nodded to the knife he had angled back at my ribs. I held my breath.

Lyrason was very still. “Good evening, General. Jump off the wall, or I’m afraid I’ll have to kill her.”

At the very edge of my hearing, I heard Kasten scoff before he released his grip on my shoulder. He moved too fast for me to predict. My fingers gripped the rough stone beneath me as he stepped around me with incredible agility, grabbing and twisting Lyrason’s wrist while knocking him back with a hard blow. I heard a sharp crack of bone before Lyrason fell off backward off the wall into the garden below. Kasten followed at once and thumped to the ground beside him, somehow keeping on his feet like a graceful black cat.

He was beautiful and terrifying in his efficiency.

All at once, I was free. I drew in a shaking breath and managed to keep my perch as I peered down into the gloomy garden.

Lyrason winced and scooted back on one elbow, his other arm twisted at a strange angle. “Don’t kill me. Don’t kill me. I have things to say.”

“You hurt my wife,” Kasten growled, stepping forward and looming over the man on the floor.

On the other side of the wall, the halfsouls shrieked with excitement as they came within strides of Mister Gregane and our soldiers.

I looked back to the garden, hoping Kasten could remove Lyrason as a threat quickly. Tying him up or knocking him out or even killing him if there was no other way. The lord raised one hand as if it would protect him. “I have information.”

Kasten didn’t seem to care. He raised his sword. “Let’s see how many blows it takes to get through your shield. Or do I need to stab you slowly?”

My breath caught at the malice in his voice. My throat tightened. I looked away. I didn’t want to see this side of Kasten.

“I…I am not the one who invented halfsouls. Neither is Mister Gregane. Wait. Wait! It was…it was your mother!” His voice rose to a shriek.

What? I opened my eyes and looked back down. Kasten was frozen, cocking his head.

This wasn’t the time. I leaned over the wall. “Kasten! The halfsouls!”

My husband hesitated for one more second before stabbing Lyrason in the thigh with a blowpipe needle that contained the strong sedative for the halfsouls.

I winced. “Kasten, pull it out quickly or it will be too strong. It might already be too much.”

Kasten did as I said, but he didn’t seem overly concerned about the dose as Lyrason’s head fell back to the ground. I supposed he had extra vitality, but that was an unknown complication. I worried my lip between my teeth.

Kasten leapt back up the wall to beside me, pulling himself up with surprising ease. Before I could fully take him in, he embraced me, kissing my hair and seeming to breathe me in. “Sorry, I took so long. I know you were waiting for me. Wait just a little longer.”

He looked down to where halfsouls were swamping both Gregane and our soldiers in a tangled mass of bodies. Gregane’s shield seemed useless against the movements of the halfsouls.

I grabbed Kasten’s sleeve. “I took away the object that repels the halfsouls from Lyrason and Gregane. But Gregane may still be receiving vitality from them just like Lyrason was. He also seemed stronger and faster than normal. I don’t know if the halfsouls will be able to injure him badly enough or turn him into one of them. Our troops are being killed and turned. You need to put the bracelet on him so he can no longer receive vitality and become slow and weak.”

Kasten seemed calm and composed despite the shocking words Lyrason had just said. He nodded, fished my bracelet out of his pocket, and jumped down from the wall, his sword still drawn in the other hand. At once, halfsouls turned to face him with excitable screams.

“Everyone drop!” he bellowed. A second later, a controlled arc of silvery light flew through the alley at shoulder height. The halfsouls were thrown back against the walls. It exploded against Gregane’s shield, and our soldiers rocked from the impact where they lay, their hands over their heads.

Nothing stood between Gregane and Kasten now. In three strides, he closed the distance. I barely noticed the chain wrapped around his sword before he grabbed Gregane’s stained shirt and plunged the blade into his abdomen with ruthless speed.

The brutality made me blink. Nausea contracted my stomach as Kasten pushed the body to the ground with a kick to slide it from his sword. At that moment, he didn’t seem like the Kasten I knew.

Had that been necessary? Shouldn’t he have been arrested for a trial? Or was he deemed too dangerous? I wasn’t sure. Something about it had felt… excessive. But what did I know about such things?

Kasten turned and sent another arc up the alleyway killing any remaining halfsouls on their way toward them.

The remaining soldiers cheered, and thankfully none looked like they were turning into a halfsoul. Now that they were safe, I released my white-knuckled grip on the masonry, my fingers cramping. I eased myself down from the wall and jumped into the garden to check Lyrason’s pulse, blinking away images of Kasten running somebody through with his sword.

The soldiers cheered on the other side of the wall, but within this tangled garden, it was calm. I blew out a long slow breath and let myself feel relief. Maybe Kasten would now see what I was capable of. I’d just stopped Lyrason from escaping and helped stop a civil war before it could truly start. I’d shown my bravery and strength.

Kasten joined me moments later, his sword still drawn and dripping blood. It put me on edge.

He scowled at Lyrason. “Is he still alive?”

I nodded and tried to sound calm. “His heart rate is slow but regular and not especially weak. Best not to put a bracelet on him yet, though. He’s very deeply sedated. He likely won’t wake up for hours. Possibly all night. He needs that vitality to ensure you can question him.” I didn’t look to see if Kasten still had the bloodstained artifact after he had used it to stab somebody, just to make sure they couldn’t recover from an already lethal blow.

Kasten wiped his sword on the grass before sheathing it. He helped me to my feet and held both my shoulders, locking me in place. His eyes were wild. “You scared me, Sophie. No, you terrified me. Again! Do you have any idea what you put me through?”

I cringed. Why couldn’t he see what I had just achieved? I was upset with him too, but I couldn’t deal with this on top of everything else that had just happened. I numbed my emotions and looked away. “I’m sorry, Kasten, for making you worry.”

“You said that last time, Sophie.” He shook his head, his eyes wide. “Your apologies don’t mean much when you continue to do this. Why, Sophie? Why do you put yourself in such vulnerable positions?”

He didn’t raise his voice, but his words still cut me. Something inside me crumpled. “I had no choice, Kasten. Lyrason and Gregane were about to get away. And there was nobody else there. Meena was…Meena had…I didn’t want her sacrifice to be for nothing.” To my shame, my numbness faded as soon as I thought of my guard and tears ran down my cheeks.

Kasten’s anger was becoming more visible now. “But it would have been for nothing if you had been killed too, Sophie! Do you have any idea how lucky you are to be alive right now?”

I swallowed and lifted my chin, desperate to hold my ground, despite my exhaustion. “My actions meant you could track Lyrason and Gregane down and stop them, did they not? It was worth the risk, and if I’d died, it would’ve been worth the sacrifice. My actions saved many more from being changed into halfsouls. It meant you could capture Lyrason. Everyone has been in danger today. Why should I be the one who is not allowed to help?”

He stepped right up to me, his face becoming white. “It would absolutely not have been worth the sacrifice if it had meant your death. I don’t care how many citizens of Adenburg became halfsouls if it means you are safe.”

My restraint snapped. “But you should care, Kasten! My life is not worth more than theirs!”

He didn’t back down an inch, but his eyes darkened as he shook his head. “It is to me. You’re my wife. And your strengths are innumerable, but they don’t lie in being a soldier. It is not your role to put your life at risk during a battle. You save lives through your mind: your abilities to heal and your ability to solve challenges.”

I frowned, trying to make myself taller so he didn’t loom over me. “My life is not more valuable than hundreds of others, Kasten. It never will be. And I don’t want you to threaten to burn down the whole of Adenburg whenever I’m in danger. I don’t want to be your excuse for acting like a monster!”

He flinched, and I instantly regretted the words. I’d hit him too close to home. He snarled. “Don’t you understand that the more you risk yourself, the more of a monster you make me by trying to protect you!”

It was my turn to feel like I’d been slapped. This wasn’t my fault. My retort stammered from my lips. “I only risk myself to show that I’m strong and capable, Kasten. Today proves that I can manage without your constant protection. I don’t want you to constantly worry and obsess about my safety. I’m not weak! You don’t have to be a monster.”

A strange, cold smile curved the corners of his lips that didn’t hide the pain in his eyes. “I’ve always been a monster, Sophie. It was only you who makes me good. But when you act like this, you bring the monster back.”

He turned and leapt for the wall, pulling himself up in one smooth motion. “I’m going to make sure there are no remaining halfsouls.”

I ran to the base, but was unable to follow him. “You’re not a monster!” I yelled after him. “That has never been true! Kasten!”

But he was gone, swallowed by the night. I collapsed next to Lyrason, the events of the last few hours catching up to me. Tears streamed down my cheeks, and I choked on my own ragged breaths. I shouldn’t have said that. He shouldn’t have said that. How could we love each other so much that we were stifling each other?

Kasten had just done all he could to save Fenland and protect Annabelle. He hadn’t done that just for me. If I was all he cared about, he wouldn’t have concerned himself with smooth successions or preventing civil wars. He wouldn’t have aided Annabelle. We would have likely never left the safety of Kasomere. How could he still not see himself the way he was?

He was a good person with or without me. But I still didn’t want to be the reason he took lives. I wanted to help him see himself as good, and somehow, I had made it worse.

I brushed the tears from my eyes and waited for Meena before remembering she wasn’t coming. The realization made tears and guilt come afresh. Eventually, Tara and Sir Chase jumped over the wall—sent by Kasten—and helped me to my feet. Together we carried Lyrason back to Highfair.

Despite my longing to see him, Kasten didn’t reappear as Beatrice helped me wash and change. Tara stayed close by, and I kept mistaking her for Meena out of the corner of my eye; my wounds were constantly being rubbed raw.

Kasten still didn’t appear as I got into bed. He had to be as shattered as I was. A feeling of dread built in my stomach along with the memories of being abandoned and ignored by him for months. The tears threatened to come afresh as I tried not to despair.

At last, I collapsed back into bed alone and hoped the world would seem an easier place after some sleep.


ANNABELLE
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The chaos of the day only made the contrasting silence of the late evening feel more stark. Never before had I been in a room with Father, Mother, and Stirling when it had been quiet.

Father had always seemed so big, his presence the gravitational force in every room he entered. Everything and everyone had rotated around him for as long as I could remember. Now, he looked so small, it was hard to understand how he could be so easily reduced to nothing.

All three bodies had been washed and prepared before being laid in beds of flowers with sickly sweet scents. Clarence had visited briefly; a servant wheeled him around in a chair due to his weakness from his injury, but it had been too much for him. I lingered, my throat thick, knowing that I’d never get the chance to see them again. Once I left this room, all I’d have left would be memories.

I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t say goodbye.

Pressure pounded in my forehead and behind my eyes, but I couldn’t cry. I was detached from my body, staring at lifeless faces that had once been so much more. How was I meant to rule when I wouldn’t have these people guiding me, shielding me, loving me? How was it possible for life to keep going when they weren’t in it?

Faced with death like this, it was too easy to think that I should have been in that room with Stirling and Mother. I should be dead too, stabbed in the back by guards I’d thought were loyal. None of them had a chance. And knowing that Father had made such bad decisions and done such bad things only made it worse. I felt like I needed permission to grieve him, that I shouldn’t miss him.

But although he may have permitted the awful experiments, he’d still been a loving father. I’d been far closer to him than to Mother. He had understood me on an instinctive level that I didn’t share with anyone else.

And Stirling…poor Stirling hadn’t deserved any of it. I waited for the tears to come, but still that pressure merely remained in my head like a wave building higher and higher but refusing to break.

I’d won the crown and defeated my enemies, but the victory was hollow. Why, oh why, had Father led our family down this path?

I stood, freezing time as long as I could to have this final moment with them. My eyes traced their waxy features over and over so I wouldn’t forget a single detail. When I left this room, I would have to be a different person. I would have to be queen. Right now, it was all too much.

The door opened and closed, but I didn’t turn, hoping to shut everything out for a few precious seconds longer.

Nobody spoke, but quiet footsteps stepped across the marble and stopped to one side. I caught the smell of smoke. “Annabelle, have you eaten or drunk anything?”

I turned, surprised to hear Venerick’s voice. Relief flooded through me when I saw him. He looked a mess; his face was smeared with mud and blood, a bandage around his temple. His jacket was ripped in numerous places and bloodstained. More bandages peeped through the holes. His hair, which bounced up rebelliously at the best of times, was now sticking up in an almost comical fashion, stiffened with blood and sweat. Yet his eyes were full of concern for me. He hadn’t even bothered to wash and change before finding me. He offered me a glass of water and a plate with a napkin over it. Underneath was a thick slice of bread with butter on top. “It’s very late, my dear. You should eat.”

I took the offering, realizing my headache could well be from dehydration. It felt good to not be alone. “Venerick, when did you get back? What happened to you?”

He half smiled and looked down as if what had happened to him was of no consequence. “I just arrived. I needed…some time to process the fighting. Then it took a while to make sure the rabble following Callum went home and didn’t turn to looting. I also needed to install some new commanders of the city guard, make sure James’s servants were safe, and then defend all of them against the sudden plague of halfsouls with Sir Luke and Sir Philip. I thought I was the best person to control the guard until you could elect somebody more suitable. They didn’t trust the men from Kasomere.” He grimaced. “I’m not sure I did the best job, but we’ve survived.”

My heart warmed at his humility. His sincere earnestness to do his best. I could see unspoken pain in the corners of his eyes that I wished to unpack, but I wasn’t sure that I had the right to do so. He was such a good man, and I’d made him do some hard things today. Awful things.

“Yes, we’ve survived,” I whispered back. It was something I needed to remember to be grateful for. I drank my water and ate the bread before placing the cup and plate down on a side table. Venerick remained silent, his eyes on the bodies as if he were paying his own respects. I noted one of his wounds was bleeding through its bandage, the bright scarlet slowly blooming out on his arm. He had to be exhausted and in pain. Yet he was still here, still looking out for my well-being.

I took the clean napkin and gestured to his wound. He let me tie it over the bandage with a wince so the extra pressure would stop the bleed. “You should see a healer, Venerick. Have you taken something for the pain?”

He rested his hand over the napkin-bandage. “I’ve already been seen briefly and have been given some analgesia, but they’re very busy and many need them more than me. I’ll go again tomorrow for stitches when the urgent cases have been dealt with.”

I stood by his side and breathed in his calmness. “Thank you for everything you did today, Venerick. I know James was your friend. It was a lot for me to ask you.”

His eyes shuttered as he turned and then looked at the body of my father. His voice became quiet. “I don’t regret today since I knew it needed to be done. But…” He seemed to run out of words. He shook himself. “I know you’ll do a brilliant job as queen, Annabelle. You’ll make this all worth it when Fenland becomes a country of true justice and fairness.”

His words held absolute conviction, making my throat thicken all over again. I focused on my trembling breaths. Now was not the moment I wanted to cry, despite the fact I’d been trying to for hours.

Venerick pulled out a small piece of folded paper. “One thing you’ll want to know before I write the full report. When we were sorting through Duke James's house, we found cells with unregistered prisoners.” He scratched his cheek and unfolded the paper, handing me a list of five names. “One of them said he was Regan Jones. He was terrified but alive. I’ve sent guards to return him home and confirm his identity. All of these prisoners were being held without documented reason or formal charge. They were completely off the record. It’s a clear sign of Duke James’s guilt and complicity with Lyrason. I thought you would want to know.”

I looked down at the name at the top of the list: Regan Jones was written in immaculate handwriting. A surge of relief caused my walls to crumple, and before I could stop them, tears flooded down my cheeks. I hadn’t gotten him killed after all.

“Oh, Annabelle.” Venerick’s hand wrapped around mine and squeezed it before he looked back at my father, giving me space to cry. His face was calm and contemplative. We stood in silence until my sobs came under control. I cleaned my face with my handkerchief, and, strangely, felt better.

Venerick didn’t look at me as he spoke. “You don’t have to marry me, you know. Your father picked me to be your husband, not to be the next king. I understand if you wish to choose somebody else. I will, of course, always be loyal to you and bear no ill feelings toward whomever you choose.” He winced. “Well, not visibly.”

Despite myself, I snorted a half-choked laugh.

Venerick’s expression remained serious, but he didn’t look at me, still staring at the dead body. “In many ways, we’re not the same, Annabelle. I’m not strong in the same ways you are strong. I admire your ability to do whatever needs to be done, crossbows and all. But today, I struck a guard from behind and then I killed Duke James…” A tremble ran up his arm as his gaze took on a haunted cast. “I don’t think I could ever do that again. I’m a man of books and peace and quiet. I work toward a world where violence is never the only answer.” Finally, he turned to me, and his eyes were glassy. “I care deeply what you think of me, Annabelle, and I wish I could present myself as the strong man I appeared to be after today. But I realized I would rather you see me as the man I am, even if he appears weaker. And if that means we can’t marry, at least you wouldn’t be disappointed later when you saw I can’t fulfill a role I am not meant to fill. I’ll never be the king your father was: an iron will, ruthless to his enemies, leading the war councils, and able to change all the opinions in the room.”

I held on tightly to Venerick’s hand so he couldn’t slip it from my grasp. I knew asking somebody to become king was no small request, but I didn’t want to lose him now, not when I was finally learning who he was: the absolute best of men.

“I don’t want you to be like my father, Venerick.” The confession was whispered but still carried through the bare room. “Nor do I want to be married to somebody who has become numb to war and violence.”

The words hung in the air, settling lightly on us as I clung to his hand. “Do you know why Father arranged our marriage? He never told me.”

Venerick was silent for a long moment. “I didn’t at the time. But now I wonder if it was because he could see that Lyrason was never going to be a good husband for you. You’re too curious, too passionate, too clear on right and wrong. Being married to Lyrason would have destroyed you, because you wouldn’t have let injustice stand. I can see that now. I suspect your father could too.”

I frowned, trying to understand his words, then smiled. “You mean you think he chose you because we both want to do the right thing. He wanted us to supersede him in our lives, even if he didn’t expect me to become queen.”

He half nodded. “It is well known that I am passionate about everything being done in exactly the right way, much to the frequent annoyance of my clerks. But the reason I went into the justice system was because I wanted to make this world a fairer place. In that sense, we’re the same.”

Could that be it? Could it be that Father regretted going down an immoral path and didn’t want me to follow in his footsteps? Therefore he had chosen somebody who was immutably good rather than the person who brought him power and security.

I smiled up at him. “See, Venerick, Father didn’t want you to be like him either. He wanted you to be strong in the ways you are already strong.”

He’d chosen Venerick because he cared about my happiness and my future. The thought brought tears to my eyes. I wiped them free, hoping they wouldn’t become a torrent again.

How had it taken me so long to see the same thing as my father had, that Venerick was a genuinely good person? We could have worked together from the start.

I reached out and took his other hand without reacting to the stickiness of blood and grime on his fingers. “I need you by my side, Venerick. Please. I can’t do this alone. Help me make this world that fairer place you dreamed of.”

He shook his head and looked down at me, his brown eyes soft. “I will always be at your side, Your Majesty. You don’t need to marry me to guarantee that.”

I licked my lips, the way he was looking at me was close to adoration and it unraveled the tightness in my chest. The kind intelligence in his eyes made the fear inside me melt away. I noted the fine laughter lines and the straightness of his nose. He was safety, security, and trust, things I’d been in search of for a very long time. I just hadn’t realized when I’d found them. I didn’t release his hands. “I don’t want to call off the wedding. That is, if you’re willing to be king and rule at my side. I’ll support your dreams, Venerick, as you have supported mine.”

He stared at me for a moment, then grinned with such relief and pleasure, I couldn’t help but smile too. “That is…good news.” He was so overcome, his eyes were moist, making my eyes water too.

I stepped back and we both stood side by side, not looking at each other, and I was sure he hadn’t stopped smiling. Suddenly, I didn’t want to stay in this room of death any longer. I was ready to leave the past behind and reenter a world beckoning me with glimpses of warmth and hope.

I rested my hand on his shoulder. “Thank you for the food. We should get you cleaned up. We don’t want any of those wounds getting infected before they can be stitched. There’s a lot of hard work to do, and I don’t want any excuses.”

He bowed, a new energy in his movements. “I wouldn’t dream of it. Organizing is my area of expertise. We shall have the chaos under control in no time.”

He placed his hand on my back and led me out of the room into the warmth of the palace. The smile didn’t leave his tired, bloodstained face.


KASTEN
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Dawn started to lighten the windows. I sat in an armchair in Highfair, watching Lyrason sleep, his words turning over and over in my mind. My mother had invented the halfsouls? Could it be possible? I was more convinced that he’d have said anything at all to make me spare his life in that moment.

But then, when I’d tried on the bracelet that disrupted the link between haemalcomy poles, I’d instantly felt weaker. What if…what if I was like Prince Stirling? What if I had haemalcomy inside me that had been sucking vitality from others since before I could remember? What if I really was the monster everyone had made me out to be?

If that was the case, I had no right to be alive. Not if my worthless life came at the expense of others. Even Sophie had said that I was a monster. But why would I have needed more vitality in the first place? I’d never had a serious illness. And all my near-death experiences had come from the hands of the king or in battle long after my mother had been banished. And if my mother had invented the halfsouls, how had Lyrason and Gregane ended up with the art?

I tentatively explored what faint memories I had left of her, bracing myself for the complicated emotions that always accompanied them. I’d last seen her when I was three years old, the morning before she’d failed to come home. My nanny had held me while I cried, waiting for her to come back. But she never had. And my life had utterly changed. It had been cold ever since. Well, until Sophie had come and broken through all my defenses.

I couldn’t think about Sophie right now. My anger, frustration, guilt, and sorrow were too much to process on too little sleep. She was safe, sleeping upstairs. For now, that was enough. I had checked in on her once after Beatrice told me she was fast asleep, just to see for myself that she was well. A large bruise was blooming across her cheekbone, which only made my anger toward the man in front of me more potent. Right now, Sophie needed to rest and not to argue with me. I shouldn’t have blamed her for any of my actions. I alone was the monster. I regretted everything I’d said to her.

I tapped the arm rest as I waited impatiently for the sedative in Lyrason to wear off. When Sophie had been convinced the loss of vitality wouldn’t kill him, Tara had wrapped the haemalcomy-disrupting bracelet around Lyrason’s wrist before she had retired for the night, letting Sir Philip take over guarding my wife. And now I’d given Lyrason a stimulant, it shouldn’t be long until he was conscious again.

I almost wished he’d died already. Some information was not worth hearing.

Sir Chase entered the room and bowed. “The scouts have confirmed there are no more loose halfsouls, General Batton. Tyler Gregane’s body was taken to the palace as ordered. Princess Annabelle requested your presence at once. She wishes for Lyrason to be handed over for questioning.”

I grunted. “Tell her he’s still unconscious, and I’ll bring him as soon as I’ve finished my own business with Lyrason.” She owed me that much at least.

The guard bowed and left. Once again, I was alone with Lyrason. The silence was oppressive. It suited my mood.

The minutes ticked by before Callum slipped into the room, a bandage wrapped around his head and a foul-smelling tonic in his hands. He opened his mouth, saw my expression, and closed it again. He eased himself into the chair next to mine and sipped his drink.

I hadn’t told him how I felt when I’d worn the bracelet. I didn’t want to strengthen my worries before I could confirm my fears.

Lyrason stirred. I’d tied his hands and feet to the bed, but he had enough room to roll onto his side. I held up a hand to warn Callum to keep back in case he tried anything.

Callum stood but kept his distance. “Hey! Lyrason! Can you hear me? Hello? Wakey, wakey! Nap time is over.” I almost expected him to prod him with a stick.

Lyrason groaned in response. I was glad Sophie wasn’t in the room. This man was toxic, and I was already wary of what I was about to hear. And I didn’t yet know what lengths I’d have to go to get the information I needed. I didn’t want Sophie to have another excuse to call me a monster.

I waited for Lyrason’s eyes to flicker open and for him to glare at Callum before clearing my throat and leaning back, crossing my ankles. “Lyrason, I don’t have much patience remaining. You said my mother invented the halfsouls. You have five minutes to explain what you meant before I decide to simply execute you for innumerable crimes.”

His eyes darted in my direction. His glasses had been knocked sideways, and the bonds on his wrists were just loose enough to allow him to adjust them. He squinted toward me as if his eyes were struggling to focus. “Where…am I?”

I leaned forward with a dangerous smile and rested one elbow on my knee. I knew that smile made people uneasy. “My house in Highfair where nobody can stop me doing exactly what I wish to do with you. Gregane is dead. Princess Annabelle has control of the palace. Your plan has failed. Now tell me what you meant about my mother.”

Lyrason looked up at the ceiling and dragged in a few sharp breaths. “This feels strangely familiar. Do you always do your negotiations while threatening death?”

I scoffed. “Maybe this is a little familiar. But this time there is no mediator. Annabelle’s not here to hold me back.”

Lyrason forced his face into a calm mask, and I could see the effort required. “I’ll tell you about your mother if you agree to let me live.”

I scowled. “I don’t even know what your information is worth.”

He blinked but that was as much of a promise as I was willing to make.

I sighed. “If you don’t tell me now, I will lose my patience and kill you. And because you hurt my wife, I’m tempted to use Gregane’s haemalcomy sword. It looks like it channels pain very, very effectively.”

“You’re a lot like both your parents, you know—your mother and your father.” He didn’t elaborate but swallowed and looked up at the ceiling before flicking his gaze back to me. “Your mother, Eloise Moore, invented the kryalcomy that channels vitality.”

I didn’t show any emotion, but Callum moved to my side, his arm lightly brushing mine, as if to reassure me that he was there. I waited.

Lyrason swallowed, noticing I was waiting for more. “Your mother was a kryalchemist. The king and queen forbade anybody from talking about her once she was exiled but…I knew her well. She was outstanding at her work. She invented a system for crop irrigation when she was young, which helped farmers and made her famous at the time. During a presentation of her invention to the Maegistrium at Ilustran University, she met the king and became his mistress. I was there. He was enchanted by her at once, despite her being a few years his senior. She was very lively, always buzzing with energy, and had these large dark eyes.” He had the audacity to smile at the memory. I tightened my fists but didn’t interrupt. Lyrason sighed and closed his eyes as if trying hard to remember through his exhaustion. “As far as I could tell, the king completely captivated and fascinated her. And of course, he spoiled her with lavish riches and even held a ball in her honor. It was quite controversial back then. Mistresses were meant to be much more discreetly kept. I think he genuinely believed he would eventually marry her.” Lyrason shook his head. “Such naivety. He must have been about twenty, maybe twenty-one, she was a few years older. She moved into the palace and joined the court, but your mother continued experimenting with different types of kryalcomy, despite the expectation placed on her to stop working. I think it was a distraction from everything else. She was scared by her enemies at court, I think, and became increasingly withdrawn. Her situation wasn’t easy—most of the royal family hated her, eligible women saw her as unwanted competition, and many disapproved of her presence as a mistress in court. Though she was always quick to smile when I spoke with her, it must have been hard. She became pregnant with you after about a year with the king.

“Tyler Gregane was a first-year student at Ilustran struggling to make ends meet. She hired him to help her in the workshop, mostly with hammering and heating the metal. She struggled to do that in the later stages of pregnancy since the heat would make her pass out. She was progressing with her experiments to purify blood from toxins or infections.”

Callum became more alert at his words and gave me a sideways look. I’d never imagined Sophie and my mother might hold similar passions.

Lyrason licked his lips before continuing, still looking up at the ceiling. “I decided to sponsor Mister Gregane’s studies, and in return he let me know how she was and what she was making. I encouraged him to help her as much as he could as she became increasingly alienated in the palace.” He turned his head to me. “When you were born, her interests changed, and she rarely visited her workshop. Her attention was completely taken up by you, and she spent most of her time in her small but grand house in Highfair. She no longer accompanied the king, but he would ask for you to be brought to him every few months. Gregane continued working under her, but it was only my money that kept him there. Their work was no longer progressing. She was too preoccupied, and Gregane didn’t have the knowledge or skill to progress without her constant direction. All her experiments almost went to waste.”

My chest tightened, despite my desire to remain emotionless. She had loved me enough to even lay her kryalcomy to one side to look after me. She hadn’t even done that for her lover. She had loved me. I had never quite dared believe it before. Nobody had ever spoken about her openly like this. The king had forbidden it as soon as she’d been banished, and my nanny had acted as if she’d never existed.

“Then the king declared his intentions to marry Charlotte DeReal from Cerith, a far more suitable match that he was under considerable pressure from the court to make. Of course, any mistresses had to disappear. Your mother went to Kollenstar, and her kryalcomy lab became Gregane’s, and so mine. Gregane finished his final year of studies and made a living using her workshop to fulfill orders from the Maegistrium, but in his spare time, I encouraged him to continue looking over Eloise’s old notes and experimenting. In return I cleared up some old debts and relationships of his. The problem was, she had taken many of her notebooks with her.

“Then one night, about eight years later, the king’s guards brought Eloise back, cloaked and in an unmarked carriage. The king had exhausted his attempts to treat his son of chronic lung disease that had lingered since his previous bout of pneumonia. The king knew Eloise had been experimenting with using kryalcomy to cure people of disease before she had left. He wanted her to continue her experiments and find a way to cure Stirling. Mister Gregane hadn’t even come close to advancing her studies. Nobody else in the Maegistrium had expressed any interest in this area, and the king knew her brilliant mind all too well. He also knew he could control her. She wouldn’t have the chance to spill his secrets or let the world know of Prince Stirling’s weakness.

“The surprise to me was how much she had learned in her time in Kollenstar. She had learned how to bind metals so they traveled in the blood. She worked under guard in her old workshop with Gregane, forbidden from entering the rest of the city. The king paid them handsomely. She remained like that for a year before she managed it. She invented a new form of haemalcomy, one that channels vitality, life itself.”

My heart plummeted. “No.”

Lyrason tried to sit up, but his bonds held him in place. “Eloise Moore was the greatest kryalchemist the world has ever seen. It’s a shame you inherited none of her talents. But she was like you in other areas. She would do anything, sacrifice anything to save the person she loved. Just like you would burn the world for Sophie. Morality is merely a matter of perspective.”

Dread grew in my stomach, though I kept it from my face. “So she saved Stirling?”

Lyrason sighed. “Yes. She invented the two poles, one that took life, the other that gave it. It was less effective back then. Only a small amount of vitality could be transferred, and Stirling had to have a disk of metal sewn to his skin. Anyway, I get ahead of myself. The king wanted to test if it was safe. He didn’t trust his former mistress, and the queen positively hated Elosie, so they asked for two lots of the haemalcomy. Then they poisoned you, a twelve year old boy. It was a slow acting but fatal poison, and it caused the biggest waste of talent this world has seen.”

I concentrated on my breathing to keep calm, dreading what I was about to hear. I didn’t want to be the same monster my father was.

Lyrason seemed to be enjoying my suspense. “Your mother attached one pole to herself, and one pole to your unconscious body to prove that her haemalcomy worked and was safe for Prince Stirling. You needed more vitality transferred than Stirling, so it was far more dangerous. Why she couldn’t have chosen a prisoner or somebody else to harvest vitality from, I don’t know. The concept of halfsouls never seems to have crossed her mind.

“Anyway, the haemalcomy slowly transferred vitality from her to you. Gradually, you improved. The king and queen were then comfortable enough to use the other set on Stirling, especially as he needed less energy transfer. Queen Charlotte used one end, Stirling the other. The queen didn’t trust anyone else and they believed it to be relatively safe. As long as they were linked, Stirling’s lung condition improved, but he wasn’t cured. He constantly took a low level of vitality from his mother to cover his disease, not that he was aware of any of this. It’s why the queen was frequently sick and weak, though her life was only in true danger more recently, after she contracted heart disease. The king always knew this wasn’t a permanent solution, which is how he and I came to an arrangement. Gregane had kept me well informed, so I approached the king fourteen years ago, and revealed that I knew his predicament. I suggested that Gregane and I could potentially solve it by continuing Eloise’s experiments with haemalcomy to find a better way to harvest vitality from other sources. Gregane had learned a lot under her leadership that past year. I just needed the king to authorize our experiments on other people and keep us out of the Maegistrium’s sight. He agreed and gave me land and a much higher station in court. He even hinted that if I was successful, I might become family when his infant daughter was old enough.”

I heard the annoyance in his voice but ignored it. He had never deserved Annabelle. My mouth had gone dry as I processed the news. I licked my lips and barely dared to ask. “And my mother?”

“Initially, when she was connected to you, she was conscious and her mind remained sharp, though she used a wheelchair most of the day. She wanted to stay close to you, and there was no way she could return to Kollenstar. The king let her stay in the workshop, but within a week, she became far weaker than the queen due to your greater need for vitality. It happened quicker than I think she had expected. She was terrified for your safety. She worried that if she died or was taken far away, you would die too.

“So I helped her. We made a deal. She would transfer all her remaining research and documents and experiments to us as well as answer any of Gregane’s questions. In return, he would keep her in Adenburg and hide her existence. We never told a soul where she lived while she continued to feed you her vitality. To the outside world, including the king and queen, she simply disappeared.”

I stepped forward, my hands becoming fists. “Where is she now?”

Lyrason gave a slight smile. “I kept my bargain. I have always been a man who keeps his promises. She’s safe under my house, beneath where we house the Originals. She’s been unconscious for over a decade as you slowly suck the life from her. Who knows if you still need it. I once cured Duke James’s son with a single dose of vitality when he had measles as a young child. He only needed that one dose to recover. As far as I’m aware, in your case there’s no way to tell if there’s chronic damage from the poison that needs ongoing treatment. Maybe Eloise would’ve been able to tell if she’d managed to keep awake. But as it is, you drain her whether you need it or not. Like a parasite. You’re very like your father.”

Anger and horror bloomed in my chest. I had to put an end to this. I should have died sixteen years ago from that poison in my drink. I’d always labeled that as the first time my father had tried to kill me. I’d thought it was because Stirling had seemed more vulnerable and the king had wanted to remove any threat from his claim to the throne. I’d never imagined it had been a way to manipulate my mother. I’d thought she was hundreds of miles away.

The poison had been diagnosed by the palace physician, and I’d believed it was his skill and my strength that had saved me. He had certainly taken the credit. How much had he known about what was going on?

I turned for the door, but Callum pulled on my sleeve. “Wait, Kasten. This is not the time to act on impulse.”

I stopped, turning to him in annoyance, but he was still looking at Lyrason. “So what happens if we block the bond between them? Will Kasten die?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. But he will certainly be less than the man you know. Even though he only takes a small amount of vitality a day, it makes a difference. Have you really never thought, Kasten, about why you are stronger, faster, and more resilient than your peers, even when you weren’t using kryalcomy? Why it was so hard for the king to kill you? How you could keep going after injuries that would have killed other soldiers? Did you really think it was all natural?”

I gripped my hair, wishing I could remove his words from my skull. “But if I was using haemalcomy constantly, others would have heard it on their detectors.”

If Lyrason was ignorant of our device, he didn’t show it. He shrugged. “Others probably assume you’re always using kryalcomy devices, Kasten. And you’re only receiving a small amount from your mother, much less than when you drain a halfsoul. The sound would be the faintest of whines. Similar to what you heard from Stirling. Maybe even less now, since your mother is so weak.”

Callum’s grip on my sleeve tightened, and he moved close to my ear, a warning look in his eyes. “Kasten, we should proceed slowly. Cutting off the vitality your body has been used to for fifteen years could be dangerous, especially if it’s done abruptly. We don’t know what side effects there might be.”

Lyrason cleared his throat, making us turn to him. “He’s right. You need that vitality if you hope to defeat Kollenstar. If you wish to remain the war hero your entire identity rests upon. Your mother would understand. Your father too. They both made sacrifices for this. Now, I want to call in the debt you owe me. A life for a life.”

I frowned back at him, impatient with his games. “Explain.”

“I kept my promise to your mother. I kept her alive and hidden even when she was no use to me. Today I was tempted to put her out of her misery to weaken you. But I didn’t, and it cost me everything. You owe me. Spare my life like I spared hers. I can help you. I can give you all the haemalcomy secrets you’ll need to defeat Kollenstar. How else will you keep Kasomere safe? How else will you keep Sophie safe? The kingdom has been weakened by the coup, the troops are in disorder. Do you really believe Kollenstar won’t take advantage of that?” He strained on his bonds to meet my eyes as well as he could. “Your father turned to haemalcomy to save Stirling. Your mother did it to save you. It’s normal to use it to keep Sophie safe. She’s the only one you care about, correct?” He strengthened his voice. “You need me to keep her safe, Kasten.”

I didn’t reply; I just glared at him as his words rattled around my skull. I felt disjointed inside as if nothing was real. I turned to Callum. “Stay here. Don’t let Sophie come after me. And don’t let him get inside her head.” I jabbed my finger at Lyrason before striding from the room.

This was something I needed to deal with alone.
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I sat on the cold stone floor of Lyrason’s parlor, the door to the cellar behind me, and pressed my head to my knees. I’d chased off the servants and guards, and now I needed to get my thoughts straight before I saw what had become of my mother.

Lyrason was right. We were more vulnerable against Kollenstar than ever. The only weapon we had of worth was…me. And if Sophie’s life was in danger, I had to protect her. I had to.

I was a protector, not a killer. But when you were required to kill to protect, the line became too blurred.

Kept alive by haemalcomy, I had become harder to kill and much more resilient. I could even use the starstone to wipe out the armies of Kollenstar single-handedly. But what would be the cost?

‘I don’t want to be your excuse for acting like a monster.’ Sophie’s words bit into me just as hard as when I’d first heard them.

Sophie really did believe I could be something better. But it would be so easy to take my father’s path, allowing haemalcomy so I could protect everything I knew and loved.

Sophie would hate the haemalcomy if she knew about it. She would hate it if I went on a killing spree through Kollenstar. Those soldiers wouldn’t stand a chance. But I had to stay strong enough to protect her when she didn’t recognize her own self-worth enough to keep herself from danger. If she ended up hating me and viewing me as nothing more than a monster, it might still be worth it to keep her safe.

I tightened my grip on my hair as the decision crystalized before me. The world, my parents, and circumstances all conspired to make this choice for me. But it was still my choice.

I hadn’t wanted Callum here for this. I hadn’t wanted to see his pleading eyes. I remembered his words nonetheless.

‘I will stand beside you no matter what. Because I don’t think it’s just Sophie that makes you a good person.’

I swore. Loudly.

Before I could change my mind, I stood, opened the cellar door, and ran down the steps.

I ignored the screams from behind the first door, which I assumed held the Originals, and tried to forget that Gregane had locked Sophie in there. If only I could kill him all over again.

Lyrason’s voice intruded in my mind. ‘You need me to keep her safe, Kasten.’

“Shut up,” I growled aloud. Maybe I was finally going mad. This was day two with no sleep after all, and the stress and pressure I’d been under were immense.

I clenched my fists before using my fansifold knife to melt the lock on the final door. I hesitated and closed my eyes for a moment before opening it.

A small woman lay on a plain bed with only dimmed kryalcomy lights. A young maid sat reading by the bed, a pile of soiled blankets in one corner. She almost fell over in shock as I entered. I ignored her, my eyes fixed on my mother.

The frail woman on the bed looked far older than a woman in her late forties or early fifties should. Her hair was grey and spread out around her in uneven strands. She wore a stained shift. Beside her bed was some sort of feeding tube and liquid broth. She was so thin, she was skeletal.

All at once it became too much, and I fell to my knees by her bed, tears streaming down my cheeks. I didn’t want to feel this. I didn’t want to feel the impact of what she had done. But I did.

I took her hand, her skin impossibly soft. “Why? Why by the kingdoms did you do this? I never asked you to do this for me. I didn’t even know.”

Mother didn’t move. I held her hand, unable to let go. With the other, I fished in my bag for a small bottle of stimulant Sophie had given me in case I needed it when fighting. I rubbed the paste on her gums, hoping it would wake her.

The maid had run from the room, leaving me in silence yet again. I could feel all the layers of rock over my head, hear the distant screams of the Originals as the maid passed. How could she have been down here for a decade?

I angrily wiped the tears from my cheeks. “I’m a monster, aren’t I? I did this to you. I’m no better than the king.” And worse, I had considered leaving her like this so I could stay strong and protect what I loved.

But I could choose not to be a monster. Even if it meant my death. Even if it meant leaving Sophie vulnerable. I could find that goodness inside myself that was separate from her.

Kingdoms, why was this so hard. I knew the right thing to do, it was just terrifying to face the potential cost.

I shook my head. We would find a new way to stop Kollenstar. And if I was too weak to contribute, I would trust Annabelle to find a way.

This is what Sophie would want. What I wanted.

With trembling fingers, I slipped the kryalcomy bracelet around Mother’s wrist, wondering if I would ever be strong enough to make it out from this terrible room again.

At once, I felt strange. My limbs felt weaker and moved slower as if they had weights attached to my wrists. A wave of dizziness lasted for a few seconds. My body was so dependent on stealing another’s life force, it was shocked to work without it. Was there any way to tell if I still had damage from that poison I had consumed a lifetime ago?

I gritted my teeth and clenched my hands into fists. Slowly, I stood, waiting for my body to adjust. I drew some strength from my reserve and the weakness became less pronounced, my feet finding their balance. My body still felt strange. Unfamiliar. Clumsy.

I turned my hands over in front of me. Was I dying now? Without mother’s vitality, would the damage from the poison slowly kill me all these years later?

I wanted to live for Sophie, to give her everything she deserved from life. But I knew she wouldn’t want me to do that at the expense of another.

I just wished…

My mother stirred. I staggered to her side, my feet not moving as I expected, and sat her up in my arms. She responded to the motion, but her eyes stayed closed. I gritted my teeth. I needed to get her back to Highfair and summon the royal physicians. How I would explain to them what was wrong with her, I had no idea. But between them, Sophie, and Callum, I hoped that she’d recover.

I’d never ever wanted to be the source of her death.

I scooped her into my arms; her body was incredibly light, for which I was grateful, but I still had to draw on all of the energy left in my reserves. I positioned her carefully and started the difficult climb up the stairs, each footstep slow and unsteady. Kingdoms, I hated feeling so weak. It made me vulnerable.

The stairs were far harder than I anticipated. My muscles ached to the point of pain, and my chest struggled to pull in enough air as I pushed and pushed and pushed. But it felt like my penance, and with every step, I grew more confident that my decision was the right one.

As I stumbled out of Lyrason’s front door, my legs felt so weak, I almost fell down the steps onto the drive below. I collapsed into a sitting position, needing a rest. The last time I had paused here, I’d been ready to burn the place to the ground. The clouds cleared, and the sun shone directly on Mother’s face. She stirred again.

“Kasten?” Her voice was so weak and hoarse, it was almost unintelligible.

I looked down at her in surprise. How could she recognize me? She had been unconscious for over a decade and probably hadn’t seen me for sixteen years. “Mother,” I managed. My voice sounded distant and emotionless.

She was studying my face with eyes squinting in the sunlight. I staggered to my feet and lifted her again, ignoring the screaming protest of my muscles. I carried her down the steps to the shade of the nearest lime tree before sitting down more carefully. The grass was cool beneath me and autumn leaves rustled down the driveway in the wind, no servants sweeping them away.

Mother lifted her hand, and it didn’t quite reach my face. “I had…always hoped to see you again. Well.”

Tears pricked my eyes, and I clamped down on my lips, looking away. Mother lifted a trembling hand slowly to my face. “My boy. You’ve had to be so strong. I’m sorry. I’m glad I could give you some of my strength, even though I wasn’t with you.”

I was sobbing freely now. Everything I’d ever known shattered inside me. I shook my head in anger. “You shouldn’t have done it. It’s made you sick. My life wasn’t worth you throwing yours away.”

She smiled, a thin, weak, beautiful smile. “You were and are worth everything.”

“I stole your life, Mother.”

She shook her head. “No, it was a gift. You never took a thing. I merely gave. And I don’t regret it. It meant a part of me could be with you, nourishing you, always.”

I wiped my face on my shoulder and looked down at the bracelet on her wrist. “Where is the haemalcomy pole on my body? Can’t I take it off?”

She winced. “It’s in your stomach, Kasten. Too big to pass into your intestines, too heavy for you to vomit up. I…I’m sorry that you never had any choice in this.”

I gritted my teeth. “This bracelet blocks haemalcomy poles. You don’t have to give me your vitality any more, but you’ll have to always wear it so you can recover.”

Her eyes squinted as she studied my face as if only half listening. “My beautiful boy. You have become a fine man. I..I love you.” Her words faded away as her eyes closed, and she didn’t open them again. Her breathing deepened, and she seemed peaceful as she slept. I paused to catch my breath, leaning against one of the lime trees that lined the drive. Even when I was sitting down, she felt heavy in my arms, despite weighing next to nothing.

I sat and wept, rocking my mother backward and forward. All the emotions I had suppressed for years came to the surface, and I trembled with the weight of them.

“Kasten, let me take her. She needs a healer.”

I blinked at the voice and looked up. Callum stood with his hands raised, palm up, as if in peace. Behind him, silent as a statue, stood Tara, her black hair gleaming in the sun as she lowered her head to give us privacy. She looked so much like Meena. I wanted to finally be able to grieve for her too.

I scowled at Callum, even as my whole body sagged in relief to see him. I knew I couldn’t carry Mother any farther. “I told you to stay at Highfair.”

Callum knelt beside me, his manner calm and gentle but firm. It was rare to see this side of him. “You did, and I gave you space. Now let me take her.”

“Sophie?”

“She’s awake and seemed well, just tired and…sad that you weren’t there. I didn’t tell her what Lyrason said or where you’d gone. I thought it best that those things came from you.”

I nodded and let Callum take my mother from me. I felt lighter, and not just from the relinquishing Mother’s weight. It was as if the tears I’d finally shed released a weight that had been pulling me down for a lifetime. I’d never been who I thought I was. I’d never just been a problem that needed to be removed. My life was a gift that had been fought for. And now I had Sophie, Callum, Kasomere, and a good queen. I had a reason to use that life well.

I hadn't truly reflected on how precious life was before. A protector only killed when he absolutely had to. That was where my father and Lyrason had gone wrong.

Callum returned to my side. I looked up to see Tara carrying my mother away. I leaned back against the tree. The sun had moved farther than I’d thought possible. My tears dried, forming itching, cracked lines down my face. I was utterly drained.

Callum handed me a leather flask of water as he sat down beside me. I drank even though I didn’t feel thirsty. “How do you feel without her vitality?”

I drank deeper from the flask. Callum being here made me feel a little more like myself again. “Weaker. But I don’t think I’m about to drop down dead,” I said dryly.

Callum grunted and shook his head slowly, taking a drink from another flask. That one didn’t smell like water. “You realize you’re the most powerful man in existence, Kasten. It’s just that nothing ever dampens your pessimism.” He patted my back. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you cry. You should do it more often.”

I attempted a scowl, but I was so exhausted, I wasn’t sure if the muscles in my face were responding normally.

Callum rolled his eyes. “Kasten, draw on the power of the starstone. Let it fuel you like you would a reserve. Draw on it a little bit constantly. You’ll need to practice.”

I frowned at him. “Isn’t that precisely what you told me not to do? You said it was too dangerous.”

He pursed his lips. “Well, somebody once told me he was very, very good at self-control. And you’re not going to be surrounded by people antagonizing you anymore. Just…be careful, all right? Don’t keep drawing more and more. It's a dangerous power, but your body is used to receiving constant vitality. It’s been drawing on it for most of its life. It will be used to regulating a slow trickle of power.” He grimaced. “I wouldn’t say this to anyone else in the world, but I think you can manage this.”

Despite his words, Callum stood up and took a few steps back, his feet spread wide as if prepared for anything. I raised an eyebrow, and he merely shrugged. “If you lose control and need to let out some of the power, aim for Lyrason’s house, not me.”

I sat forward and closed my eyes, shutting everything else out. I drew on the power until it buzzed quietly down my limbs. I wanted more. I wanted so much more. But I resisted. I let it die to a low hum, in case I accidently released an arc of power. And it reached a level where it felt…normal, as if it had always been there. When I was sure I could keep the level constant despite my exhaustion, I stood. Already, my limbs felt stronger. The air was freer in my lungs. I couldn’t help a relieved smile. I felt…normal.

Callum grinned. “Come on, Kasten. Annabelle’s getting very impatient waiting for you and Sophie at the palace. We had better get washed up.”


ANNABELLE
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Ientered the room of my first ever war council, Venerick at my side and Jared bringing up the rear as my guard. Father had never let me be in one before. I was so far out of my depth, and I hoped Kasten would hurry up. Since he was in charge of our armies, we wouldn’t get very far without him.

I’d been told he was dealing with personal matters to do with Lyrason, and I dreaded to think what he meant by that. I wasn’t completely convinced he wouldn’t simply kill him instead of waiting for his trial, and that would be a headache when I was trying to enforce stricter, fairer rules on the nobility.

Four people stood around the map in the center of the room. Sir Dejong was one, and he was so clueless, he might as well be absent. The person I was most interested in was Lieutenant Baftly with his years of experience.

I sat down at the head of the table.

Lieutenant Steer cleared his throat and nodded to me with less respect than I was due. “Do you, eh, wish me to update the pieces? We normally move statues around the map to signify the troops.”

I held up my hand to stop him and took control of the meeting. “As you all know, there have been signs of troop movement on the Kollenstar side of the border. Our theory is that they are responding to the news of unrest and the coup in Adenburg and using this as an opportunity to strike while we are weakened.” I paused to let the words sink in. “While we wait for General Kasten to arrive, please update me on the current plans for our war against Kollenstar.”

Lieutenant Baftly cleared his throat and pointed to a few figures on the giant map. “The planned campaign is very aggressive. The plan was to take these four forts well within the Kollenstar borders and attempt to hold them to form military bases for further advancement. It is predicted to take four months for our army to stabilize the area.”

I swallowed, looking at the map. “How often are our own forts along the border currently being attacked?”

Lieutenant Baftly shook his head. “Not since Whitehill. One could say they pounce when they see an advantage.”

I straightened, hoping I sounded confident despite being the youngest in the room. “And who set the objectives of this campaign?”

The older soldier inclined his head. “Your father and older brother on this occasion, Your Majesty. In the past, your father normally presented his objectives in the first meeting. Then, as a group, we work out how to best make them a reality.”

I sat back. “And what was the reason behind the objectives for this campaign?”

Kasten’s voice from behind me, made us startle. “He was bored and wanted some great victories to keep the public supporting the war.”

He approached an empty seat at the table, and I didn’t object to the fact he had brought Sir Chase with him. There were normally eight to ten people around the table, and I could use all the counsel I could get. He inclined his head to me. “I’m sorry for my lateness, Your Majesty.”

My chest loosened at having him present. “Forgiven. I know you had important business. Now I wish to hear suggestions of what we should do next to combat this threat.”

Sir Dejong half raised his hand in an awkward gesture more fitting for a school room. “Can’t we just send Kasten to wipe them all out with his kryalcomy?” He turned his eyes to the general with more than a little awe. “You could do that, right? Surely the time is right for us to push into Kollenstar and defeat them once and for all while we have an advantage.”

Kasten sighed and leaned forward. “I suspect the Kollenstar troop movements won’t just be opportunistic. They might also be driven by fear. Fear of me,” he clarified as if anyone was thinking anything else. He frowned and rubbed his chin. “We have two options as far as I see it: appease their fears or realize them. And believe me when I say I have no desire to go on a bloodthirsty rampage just because I can. I’ve fought enough battles I didn’t agree with.”

Many pairs of eyes flicked to me to gauge my reaction to Kasten’s words. I didn’t react. I was grateful for his honesty.

Venerick leaned forward and slammed his leather case onto the table as if he had been waiting expectantly for the right moment. He winced at the sound. “Apologies, I hadn’t meant for that to sound quite so dramatic. I forget how heavy the paper is.”

Paper? How could paper be heavy?

My eyes widened as he dragged out a thick stack of parchment covered with neat lines of writing. There had to be two hundred sheets there. He had everyone’s attention now, and he fiddled with the cuff of one of his sleeves as if a little nervous. “I have a suggestion that would appease their fears. A few months ago, I decided to start drafting a peace treaty just in case it was useful. The king wasn’t interested, but I find that these things shouldn’t be written in a rush, and so wanted to be prepared in case the eventuality ever occurred.”

He had written all that just in case the king suddenly demanded peace? He had to be the most organized man I had ever come across. Or a hopeless optimist. An unexpected surge of pride warmed me. He was brilliant.

Venerick continued. “The problem with peace treaties is that they are normally too simple and too vague. Often because they have been written too quickly to iron out the finer details. I have here something robust that covers the relationship between our countries in every area from trade to border skirmishes to immigration, to their behavior toward other nations. I have ten pages merely defining the terms to ensure there is no way to bend my words.”

Lieutenant Baftly sat back in his seat. “But they have never been interested in peace before. Since they discovered how to make soulless with haemalcomy over two decades ago, they’ve been aggressive toward all their neighbors.”

Venerick nodded as if expecting this to be the first objection. “But General Kasten changes everything.” He pointed at the general who was listening with a serious expression, his large arms crossed on the table. “They know we have the power to defeat them. But we can show we are willing not to use it in the name of peace. Even though they are aggressive, they are also a cautious people. I believe they will be willing to enter discussions.” He paused and dragged in a deep breath. “And even if in the end they don’t agree to peace, discussing this entire treaty with Kollenstar will take weeks. They won’t attack during negotiations. It will give us time to make sure our troops are in order and that Queen Annabelle is crowned and her reign secure.”

Kasten grinned as he lounged back. He actually grinned. “That is the most sensible thing that has ever been said in this room. I must admit it is nice for everything to not be hinged on me for once.”

I nodded, trying to hide my relief. Venerick was getting Fenland out of a sticky situation and making it seem effortless. Father had made a very good choice putting him at my side. He would make a great king.

“Venerick, are you willing to lead these peace negotiations? I can imagine it would take a very long time for anyone else to become completely familiar with your treaty.”

He nodded and straightened the already neat stack of paper. “Of course, Your Majesty.”

I looked at Kasten. “Would you be able to arrange a suitable guard that guarantees he comes back in one piece? I’m concerned that if we sent you, they would fear they were being invaded.”

Kasten bowed his head. “I have many trustworthy people used to dealing with haemalcomy, including some who speak kollen.”

I clapped my hands together. “Excellent. We’ll have to formally request a meeting and arrange your departure before things escalate. And once you return, Venerick, we shall get married as planned to increase the stability of the crown.” The last words tumbled off my tongue and didn’t sound as smooth and business-like as I’d intended.

I didn’t miss the flush in his cheeks, and I wondered if it mirrored my own, despite my attempts at formality. I continued before anyone else could notice. “Are there other points we need to discuss?”

Kasten leaned forward. “I brought Lyrason with me. He has been taken to the dungeon. I recommend nobody be given the opportunity to listen to that silver tongue of his.”

Venerick nodded. “I’ve already set things in motion for his trial. The evidence is overwhelming. He will be executed directly afterward. It would be useful to have witness statements from you and Lady Sophie.”

Kasten tilted his head. “Will written ones do? I was hoping to return to Kasomere tomorrow. I have just found my mother in Lyrason’s mansion. She is very sick and requires rest to recover. Sophie and I also have urgent affairs to see to.”

I frowned. His mother? There was worry in Kasten’s eyes, but he shook his head slightly when I raised an eyebrow in question.

I hid my disappointment at losing two valuable allies so soon, especially since Venerick would be gone shortly after, but they weren’t going to be far away. “You have my permission to depart if you agree to come back when summoned. You are still the general of my armies after all.”

He bowed deeper than I had ever seen him bow to our father. “Of course, Your Majesty.”

I stood and the other occupants hurried to follow suit. “I will adjourn the meeting.”

As the men filed out, I caught Kasten’s arm, lowering my voice. “Is Sophie here? I summoned you both.”

He winced. “She is, but she’s very tired. She needs rest and…” He trailed off, looking away. “She’s in the rose receiving room, but I request you give her space. I was hoping to get back to her as soon as possible.”

Something wasn’t right between them; I could see the sorrow and worry behind Kasten’s eyes. But it was also clearly not my business. “Tell her I said goodbye then. I will ask Callum all the questions I have about the last two days and about your mother. I won’t keep you.”

He bowed and strode from the room. Something about his manner always made it seem as if he were striding into a fight.

Venerick was still shuffling the papers back into his bag. He was staring at me but looked away as soon as I noticed. “You, Annabelle, were magnificent.” The awe in his words made me smile. “Truly, and honestly magnificent. You led that meeting like you’ve been in here hundreds of times.”

I chuckled. “Thank you, Venerick. And thank you for your most excellent proposal and for agreeing to lead the negotiations.”

He shook his head and waved his hand. “That’s all a given. I’m just glad my treaty is coming in handy. I’m quite proud of it, if I may say so myself.” He finally gave enough of his attention to the paper to slip it all back into its case. He was just so sweet.

I walked over to him and kissed him quickly on the cheek. His cheeks flushed all over again. I took his hand. “I will miss you when you’re gone.”

He looked at me, seeming to drink in and memorize each of my features. Our faces were closer than ever before. I was acutely aware that we were the only ones in the room.

“I’ll miss you too.” He blinked and looked down. “But I’ll be sure to schedule in far more time with you when I get back to make up for my absence. That is, if you can spare me the time with the coronation and all your added duties.”

I nodded. “I would like that.”

He smiled as he stepped back to give himself room to bow, then he escorted me from the room, his hand nestled comfortably on my hip.


SOPHIE
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It was our first night back in Kasomere, and I slept in my original room on the second floor rather than Kasten’s at the top of the castle. Right now, I needed space.

I sat up in bed and stared at the blood stain on the sheets, highlighted in the morning light. I felt…numb. Horrible, cold numbness that froze me until I couldn’t move.

My bleed had never come at regularly monthly intervals, even before I’d taken the tonic. And now the shock of seeing bright scarlet on pristine white, made me feel broken.

Beatrice and Lucy had come to check on me when I didn’t ring the bell, and now they hovered awkwardly with fresh sheets in their arms, waiting for me to move.

After innumerable uncertain shared glances between them, Lucy put down the sheets and took a small step forward. “Should I get Physician Harris, my lady?”

I shook my head and finally found the will to speak. “No, I’m well. I’m fine. Thank you.”

I walked to my bath, and Beatrice took my robe. I eased myself into the warm water, the cramps in my stomach already starting. My reaction was ridiculous. Of course I wouldn’t have become pregnant after sleeping with Kasten once at a random point of my cycle. It was unlikely I could even have children. But I hadn’t realized that deep down I’d desperately hoped I was pregnant until I’d seen the blood. I was stupid and foolish. And it was selfish of me since I didn’t even know if I could be a good mother. Right now, I wasn’t even being a good wife.

I held my breath and plunged my head under the water, shutting out the world. But it didn’t drown out the thoughts in my head.

What was wrong with me? Everything was fine. Better than ever in fact.

After I was dressed, Kasten knocked on my door and offered me his arm. “I have something to show you, Sophie. Forgive my impatience, but you wouldn’t have been able to see it last night when we arrived in the dark, and now I want to be there when you notice it.”

I swallowed down my emotions until they were safe beneath my smooth mask. I gave him a smile, but I could see he wasn’t convinced by it. Instead, concern grew behind his gaze. He covered it quickly by patting my hands and leading me down the stairs to the back of the castle.

I attempted to be curious, but my mind kept circling back to the emotions I was fighting and not winning. After everything I had been through with my family and Frederick, maybe it was naive to believe I could be whole enough, worthy enough to have a successful marriage. I was treading on eggshells.

My emotions were simply incorrect for the situation. I should be overjoyed that we had defeated our enemies, that Kasten was well and healthy despite losing his vitality. I should be longing to fall asleep every night in his arms and teasing stolen kisses from him in the day.

What was wrong with me?

Kasten threw open the conservatory doors. In the garden was a huge greenhouse. It was beautiful, formed of scrolling silver metal and sparkling glass. Inside, the walls were already crowded with plants. I could grow so many new species in there.

But I felt nothing. None of the joy that had come from his gift of the bog.

I forced my widest smile. “Oh, Kasten, it’s beautiful.”

He didn’t seem convinced by my reaction. When had he gained the ability to see straight through every one of my expressions to what lay beneath?

Kasten handed me a cloak to ward against the early winter wind and walked with me toward the greenhouse in silence. He pushed open a door, and I was surprised by the warmth and humidity within. It had to be some sort of clever kryalcomy. Giant blue and green butterflies fluttered around with lazy flaps of their wings. Through the center, a stream cascaded down several small waterfalls to a pond filled with lazy fish.

It was perfection. It was an overwhelming expression of love from Kasten. Yet I remained numb.

He patted my arm. “It’s a retreat for you, Sophie. A quiet place you can go to when you need it, as well as the chance to grow different plants. I hear there are many rare medicinal plants that thrive in this climate.”

“Thank you,” I repeated. I hated myself that I wasn’t giving him more.

Kasten looked around like he always did when he was searching for the right thing to say and worrying that whatever he chose would be wrong. I swallowed down my rising guilt.

“Sophie, you know you can talk to me about anything at all. You can shout at me if I’ve upset you. You can cry on me if you need to be vulnerable. Anything.”

I nodded, squeezing his hand to show I appreciated the offer.

He reached out and tapped a giant leaf, causing a flurry of colorful butterfly wings. “You know when we argued after I killed Gregane? You told me to stop committing monstrous acts.”

“I’m sorry.” I winced and opened my mouth to correct what I’d said, but he continued.

“I almost committed a larger one—I almost didn’t wake my mother. I was scared that without the vitality I was used to, I wouldn’t be able to protect you. I was in half a mind to march to Kollenstar then and there and use the starstone to destroy their armies so nobody would ever destroy your peace again.” He swallowed, and I held my breath at his confession. “But I didn’t, because I didn’t want to be a monster. I wanted to believe what you and Callum said, that I could be a good person even when I was apart from you, even if it meant putting you at greater risk. So I didn’t. I refused to do what was wrong despite the fact it put you in more danger. And I hoped that would make me a better husband. I listened to your fears. I’m sorry that I spoke as if I blamed my faults on you. I don’t believe that. I don’t believe that at all. You helped me see that I could do better.”

“Oh, Kasten.” I lifted his hands to my lips and kissed them before resting my cheek on them. Guilt and shame tugged on my words, making them hard to shape. “Kasten, you’re a wonderful husband.” I gestured to the greenhouse to prove my point. It only seemed to highlight how little I deserved it. I couldn’t even be truly grateful. “You were never, ever a monster.”

He rested his forehead against mine, mingling our breaths together. “But I’m worried about you. Tell me what to do, Sophie. Tell me what you need. Do you need time and space and rest? Or do you need…me?”

The pain in his words was almost overwhelming. How could I be doing this to him? “I don’t know, Kasten.” The words seemed cruel in their honesty. “I don’t know.”

We stood in silence for a while, listening to the bubbling water. Kasten pulled in a long breath. “You know, Sophie, that I learned another lesson a while back. It might not seem like it, but sharing what makes you vulnerable is a form of strength.”

I hugged myself, increasingly uncomfortable. Suddenly the words spilled out without thought. “Kasten, I’m not pregnant.”

He blinked at me, completely taken aback, and then he looked around himself in confusion. “Did…did you think you were?”

I shook my head. “No. I knew it was unlikely. But still, I’m not.”

“Oh. Well…” he seemed to be desperately trying to work out the right thing to say.

I looked down. “I know. I know, I probably can’t even get pregnant.” I probably sounded like such a fool.

Kasten licked his lips, concern heavy in his eyes, and then pulled me into his arms, tucking my head under his chin. For a moment he simply held me, and it helped far better than anything he could have said. I sank into the soft fabric of his jacket and willed my tears to stay hidden. At last, he stepped back and lowered his face to mine. “You know that I love you? Whether you can have children or not, you’re still perfect to me. You’re enough. More than enough.” The intensity of his gaze showed he meant every word.

I clutched his hands as a tremble ran up my throat. I wiped my eyes on my shoulder. I didn’t deserve this man. I didn’t deserve him at all. “I love you too, Kasten. I know I’ve been distant, but I do. I really, really do.”

He squeezed my hands. “I know. It’s all right.”

Silence filled the air between us once again and the peace of the greenhouse started to soak through my skin. It really was a generous gift.

Kasten took a lock of hair from my shoulder and ran it between his fingers, studying the way it shone. “I saw the ballroom. Lucy said you had asked for it to be renovated while we were away.”

I blinked. I’d completely forgotten about that. I had done it to help Kasten, but he didn’t seem to need it now. Well, maybe I could use it to distract myself from the negative cycle of my emotions. “Do you mind if I organize a ball here in Kasomere?”

His face went slack with relief. “That sounds like an excellent idea.”

And once again, I had purpose. I straightened a little. “When I take risks and put myself in situations where I am not comfortable, it helps me feel strong and capable.”

He smiled. “Well, this sounds like a risk I can fully get behind—as long as no halfsouls are involved.”

The thought of halfsouls dancing at a ball made my lips curve of their own accord.


VENERICK
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Never before had I left the borders of Fenland, and here I was riding into enemy territory where haemalcomy was common and thousands of our soldiers had died. My mood flicked between terrified and excited disbelief that the time for peace negotiations had arrived, and I was at the heart of them.

This was the moment I had always dreamed about. I just wished it didn’t feel so dangerous. Sir Chase and thirty elite members of Kasten’s first battalion rode beside me. I trusted them to keep me safe, but I wished Kasten was here too, even though I knew his presence could be interpreted as an act of war.

I tightened my grip on the reins as we trudged along the dusty path to the dried-up river that marked the border between our countries. Annabelle was trusting me completely with this, and I knew how valuable and rare her trust was. It meant a lot that she didn’t feel the need to do this herself as she was prone to doing. She was the most miraculous gift in my life. I wouldn’t let her down, especially when this was finally something I could fully get behind.

The first soldiers descended to the riverbed, their horse’s hooves kicking up clouds of dust. I raised my linen scarf over my nose and mouth before leaning back in my saddle to aid my mount’s sharp descent.

A hush descended over our group as we entered Kollenstar. The soldiers’ hands moved to their heads as they turned their detectors’ dials to sensitive. Kasten had offered me one, but I had declined, finding their high-pitched whines intolerable.

Sir Chase pushed his horse close to mine as we ascended the other side of the river and paused on the sparse grass. We were greeted by a landscape of blazing sand dunes; they looked like a roiling golden sea broken by sharp black spears of rock. We had only moved a few steps, but even the air itself felt different here. Tension ran all the way up my spine. I tried to shake it free.

Sir Chase pointed to a road that bent close to the border about half a mile away. It was half submerged with sand and looked little used. “That will take us to Fr’kral for the negotiations. Our correspondence granted us safe passage, but don’t let your guard down even for a second.”

I nodded, wondering if anyone could ever feel at ease in this place. Fr’kral was only a day’s ride away. We would meet the Kollenstar officials there for the negotiations and then travel home. Neither side had suggested how long this would take. I missed Fenland already, and I was only a dozen steps away from it. But peace would be worth it.

We set off for the road, keeping our lower faces covered by scarves and grateful there was no wind. The sun was getting hotter, so I tipped a flask of water over my head. Flies bothered my horse, and salty sweat stung my eyes. Our pace slowed as the ground gradually turned to shifting sand.

Sir Chase stopped abruptly and raised a hand. At once, all the soldiers stopped. He pointed to the road where the haze of a mirage flickered. “There. Soldiers.”

I squinted after his gaze and my heart rate increased. He was right. Mounted men blocked the road. This wasn’t what we’d been expecting. They would have already seen us, and there was nowhere to hide out here. “Maybe an escort?”

Sir Chase only grunted in response and eased his sword in its scabbard.

We continued to the road. The Kollenstar soldiers and their horses were so still, I almost convinced myself they were statues, set up to scare away anyone foolish enough to stray into Kollenstar. However, as we neared, the details became clear. Every beast was pure black. Their riders wore strange dark metal armor with multiple curved spikes at the edge of each plate and across their helms. I’d read theories that the metal used in their armor contained some sort of kryalcomy to keep the wearers cool.

Sir Chase rode to the front of our party. “We have permission to pass peacefully to Fr’kral.” He repeated the words in Kollen, one of only two people in our party who knew some of the language.

A man on the tallest horse kicked it two steps forward. He raised the strange, twisted visor on his helm and spoke in heavily accented Fenish. “And what make you think we let you pass? What make you think we want peace? We men of war.” He cocked his head in question. His hands rested casually on the horse’s pommel as if he were so confident in his own abilities, he didn’t even see us as a threat. But I didn’t miss two of the soldiers at the rear fitting crossbow bolts.

I swallowed. Duke James’s words—calling me an unrealistic idealist—echoed in my mind. He had laughed at my peace treaty and told me to be realistic, saying Kollenstar would always be seeped in violence with no hope of any other future. I recalled his amused disbelief that somebody like me had been engaged to Annabelle. How he would have laughed at the thought of me becoming a king and standing here now with my stack of paper against their swords and arrows.

For a moment it all seemed ridiculous. Hopeless.

Then I remembered the hope in Annabelle and Kasten’s eyes when I had presented the treaty. They shared my dream, and they believed in it. And this dream of peace…it was worth everything. James had never understood that. And yes, James’s fate had ended in violence, but I wouldn’t let him sow doubts in my mind anymore.

Annabelle’s request for me to stop James had been hard because I hated violence. It had grated with every part of me, even though it had needed to be done. But this challenge before me, taking the role of a pacifist, suited me perfectly. This was a way I could serve my kingdom through and through.

I kicked my horse forward and met the man’s eyes. His eyes were lined with kohl under the shadows of his helm. I bowed my head in respect. “I am Lord Venerick, soon to be wed to Her Majesty, Queen Annabelle. Please let us pass and present this peace treaty at Fr’kral as we have authorization to do.” Behind me, Sir Chase translated.

The man was unmoved. “And I am Prince Krassian. What if I say no? What if I think this silly idea from your little girl queen. Your letters…permission are not from me.”

Frustration rose inside me. I had come so far, I would not be stopped now by this man, prince or not. I stared the man straight in the eyes. “You have heard of the starstone, yes? General Kasten wields unlimited power. He can kill twenty men with one sweep of his sword and is a hundred times harder to kill than a soulless. You must have heard the reports. Not even the greatest kryalchemist of Adenburg could stop him.” I was glad Callum wasn’t present to hear me call Lyrason that. “If you attack our lands, he’ll stop you. He could destroy your armies. Your country. Your monarchy. And he could do that all by himself.” I opened my satchel and didn’t flinch as dozens of the soldiers drew weapons in response. I brought out the stack of paper that contained the treaty and gestured to them. “This is your chance to stop that. This is your chance at life and prosperity and friendship. I have heard how great your cities are, how advanced your technologies are. Why let your advancement be stifled by war any longer? This is a mercy of our great Queen Annabelle. And I will get it to Fr’kral whether you try to stop me or not.” I nudged my horse forward another step to make my point.

For a moment nobody moved. The prince looked at the papers and back at my face. Then he laughed, a full rich rumble. “I like you. You look like mouse. But actually, you are sand wolf camouflaged to seem harmless. You have fire. Come, we will accompany you and your weapon of paper. Maybe the council will like you too.” He laughed again. All the soldiers behind him relaxed. “Come, come. We will lead and show you the water places.”

I felt a little dizzy as they turned their horses and formed an escort up the road. Beside me, Sir Chase was grinning. He clapped me on the back. “Well, I must admit, I didn’t know you had that in you. I’m beginning to think this document of yours might actually work.”

I smiled out of relief. “A bit more confidence in me would be refreshing.”

He huffed a laugh. “Oh, you have it. Who would have guessed after decades of war that the mighty power of Kollenstar will be tamed by a stack of paper?”

I shifted my saddle and rode on with a straight back. This was my moment, and I was going to make it count.


SOPHIE
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It had been three weeks since Kasten had given me my greenhouse, and I still went there every day. My mood was slowly improving as I busied myself with preparing the ball and developing new cures from my plants. Callum and I had made exciting advances with stabilizing felixleaf so it didn’t have to be prepared freshly beside the patient.

Kasten and I spent plenty of pleasant time in each other's company, but I was still sleeping in my old bedroom. It helped keep my fears at bay. There was no ‘if’ I was going to have my period, only ‘when’, and that made things easier. Not that there probably ever could be an ‘if’.

I wondered if this would be the new normal of our marriage, and if I would ever be able to escape this lingering shadow created by my father’s tonics to restore it back to where we had once been. I couldn’t look at Kasten without feeling guilty that I couldn’t be more for him, even though he’d said I was enough. I was damaging the most precious thing I had, and I couldn’t help it.

I entered the greenhouse for a break from the business of the castle, the wall of humid warmth and the music of trickling water instantly making me relax. There were even small exotic birds within that glimmered like jewels when you spotted them flitting between the plants.

I was so, so grateful to Kasten for this place, even if I hadn’t been very good at showing it. It was the most perfect place in the world. But it still highlighted how much more worthy of love Kasten was compared to me.

I rounded the dense tropical flowers, Lucy and Beatrice following a few steps behind, to a quiet corner where we had buried Meena. I came to talk to her every morning. I didn’t want her to be lonely here. She had attended me; now I would attend her.

I was surprised to see Kasten’s mother in her wicker wheelchair, looking at the mound of carved stones we had erected as a memorial. Meena’s curved blade and freisk knife were mounted on an iron stand at the top.

“Eloise?” I asked, not sure if she had heard me approach.

She looked around and smiled, holding out her hand. “Sophie.” She had such a warm smile. “I hope I’m not intruding. I know this greenhouse is yours.”

I smiled and squeezed her hand. “No, no, not at all.” I turned to the polished bluish-grey stones. “I just didn’t expect to see you at the grave of somebody you’d never met.”

Her smile turned sad but lost none of its warmth. “She defended you and my son. That’s enough for me to be grateful to her and honor her death.”

I sat on the ledge around one of the ponds and straightened my pale skirts. “Are you sure you don’t want to join us at the ball tomorrow?”

She shook her head. “No, my dear. You have fun. I’m sure it will be amazing, but you know how I like to retire early. There’ll be too many people, too many questions.”

We sat in silence for a moment, listening to the beautiful, unfamiliar calls of the birds. “Thank you,” I said at last, “for saving Kasten. You are an incredible mother. The way you loved him…”

The words hit too close to home, and I stopped speaking before I broke down.

Eloise seemed to notice anyway and continued sitting in silence, her eyes very like Kasten’s as she sought for something to say. “I am glad he found you when I couldn’t be there. It was wonderful to wake from my sleep and find that he wasn’t alone.” She watched my face for a moment and pursed her lips. “Now, I will return to the laboratory for one more hour’s work before I retire.” She started to swivel her wheelchair around.

I perked up. “Is it almost finished?” Eloise had resumed her experiments to find something that not only purified the blood but could restore the damage toxins had done to organs. It needed stored vitality and so we had decided to make use of Gregane’s overflow haemalcomy disk that had harvested vitality from the last of the halfsouls Lyrason had created, since the people it belonged to were already dead. Queen Annabelle had made any future harvest of vitality highly illegal, so we wished to use this wisely. She had given her permission for its use in this one instance.

Eloise patted my hand. “I am very close, but I will only be able to make a small amount. One dose for Kasten, to heal any residual effects from the poison. And one for you.”

I frowned in confusion. “Why one for me? I thought you were making this for Kasten?”

Her eyes softened. “Kasten told me about the tonics your father gave you, the ones that damaged your womb. Well, this will remove any damage done.”

I could only stare at her in surprise. “But…don’t you think you should use it on yourself instead?”

Eloise’s eyes were flicking across my face as if solving a puzzle. “I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to use my legs normally again, but I’ve made peace with that. It was my own choice to give away my vitality. It was never yours to lose your ability to have a child.”

All at once my walls broke and tears came out in thick, soul-ripping sobs. Kasten’s mother kept her hand on my knee, her face sympathetic and concerned. “Sophie, is this what has been bothering you? Your inability to have a child?”

“Yes and no and…I know I’m being ridiculous, but I want to become a mother, but I don’t know if I’m strong enough. I’m bad enough at being a wife to Kasten, but if I had a child depending on me…I…I’m so scared of getting pregnant. Yet I dread never having a child even more.”

“Oh, my sweet girl.” Eloise’s voice broke and she held my hands, leaning as far out of her wheelchair as she could. “That’s not silly. You’re not being silly at all. Being a mother is a terrifying thing. And the uncertainty of whether you can even become one is even worse.”

She waited until I had calmed down before handing me her handkerchief. “If you could picture any future you wanted, Sophie, what would it be? What do you want deep down, if only it was possible?”

I closed my eyes tight. It was dangerous to say these things out loud. It was dangerous to dream when hope could hurt so much. “I want to be Kasten’s wife and for us to be happy. I don’t want to cause him pain and worry. I want to be the Lady of Kasomere and run the castle well. I want to be a healer that helps people all over Fenland. And…I want to have children with Kasten and be a good mother.” I opened my eyes, feeling vulnerable at exposing myself so deeply to Eloise.

She smiled gently. “Those are wonderful dreams, Sophie. Truly wonderful. And you are deserving of them.”

At her words, the tears threatened to break again. “How can I be deserving of them? People lost their lives to make that store of vitality. How can I be worth that?”

She cupped my cheek. “How can you not? Kasten told me that your father tried to make you small and insignificant. But you were never small. You always burned bright. That is why Kasten tells me he fell in love with you. And you’ve shown the world your fire time and time again. You saved Kasten when he was badly injured. You’ve healed hundreds of people through your plants. You helped save Adenburg.” She patted my heart. “You are a great wife to Kasten. And you will be a great mother to your children. And you have many dear friends who will ensure you succeed.”

I wiped my face on the back of my hand. “You really think that’s possible?”

“I do. The fact you are so anxious about being a good mother shows that you’ll be a brilliant one. And I can think of no better use for these lost lives than allowing new ones to be brought into the world. They will be a blessing.”

I looked away and stared at the waterfall and the gentle lapping of the water. Kasten had made all this beauty, all this wonder for me. He was always trying to show how much he thought I was worth.

We had so much. How had I never truly seen how much Kasten and I had to give?

It was as if a great weight was lifting from my shoulders as I dared hope in that beautiful dream. Tears pricked my eyes. “Thank you, Eloise.”

She squeezed my hand. “Now go and speak to Kasten. Fight for that wonderful future with everything you have.”

I turned and I ran. I ran faster and faster as the lingering touch of my father fell away from me. I would be able to have children after all. Eloise was right. I could have everything I’d dreamed about. In its place, the weight of love I had for my husband only grew in my chest. He’d defeated his own fears, and he couldn’t be any more wonderful. He had given me so much. So, so much. I didn’t knock but burst into his office where he was talking to Callum. I flung myself into his shocked arms as our friend made a hasty exit.

“Kasten, I am sorry. I am so, so sorry. I didn’t mean to make you worry or push you away. I am so sorry. I love you. Please forgive me.”

His strong arms wrapped around me hard, pressing me to his body as if he wouldn’t ever let go, as if he was scared I would melt away. He kissed the top of my head.

“I’ve missed you,” he breathed into my ear.

I tangled my fingers in his hair, wanting to pull him and everything he was as close to me as I could. “Thank you for waiting for me.”

And then his lips were on mine and the ink pot was tipped on the floor, and papers were flying everywhere.
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The ballroom was stunning. The chandeliers glittered with thousands of rainbows, and dozens of kryalcomy lights were encased in beautiful blue and green lanterns. The glass doors down one wall were open to the gardens, bathed gold in the light of the setting sun. On the opposite side of the room, tables laden with thousands of bite-sized delicacies beckoned between beautiful floral displays.

I had always known this room would be exceptional. Now as I saw it glittering and expectant, I felt oddly emotional. Who could have guessed I would finally be hosting a ball in Kasomere? And that so many people would come.

Nerves twisted in my stomach. Could I really do this? Could I really host a ball for royalty? Well, I wouldn’t know if I didn’t try. And this was, at last, a risk I could take that didn’t scare Kasten.

Mistress Rose came to stand beside me and bobbed a curtsy. “Is everything as you hoped, Your Highness?”

The title sounded strange on her lips, and I wondered if I would ever get used to it. During her coronation last week, Annabelle had declared Kasten her legitimate brother and elevated his title to prince, though he had publicly renounced all claims to the throne. As a result, I was now a princess. It all felt too grand and strange at the moment, especially when life continued as before in Kasomere.

I beamed at her, happiness spilling out from me. “It’s perfect. Everyone has worked so hard. I never dreamed it would be so beautiful. The queen is due to arrive any minute. I assume all the guest rooms are ready?”

“Yes, Your Highness. I’ve just checked over them myself. Who would have thought we would have had so many positive replies to our invitations when we’re so far from the capital.” She smiled and clutched her hands together. “It’s about time we were able to show Kasomere off.”

I nodded in agreement. Today was the climax of weeks of hard work, and now we could have a party where nobody was threatening or trying to kill us—and most importantly, where nothing stood between Kasten and me.

The relief I’d felt since talking to Eloise yesterday was tremendous. And I had barely left Kasten’s side since. The ease of his forgiveness had been humbling. His love for me hadn’t dimmed in the slightest. I was the luckiest woman in Fenland to have another chance to get this marriage right.

I smoothed down my glittering silver skirts and admired the way the light from the chandeliers caught the tiny diamonds sewn into the lacework on my bodice. It was an extravagant dress for an extravagant evening. Finally, my mood matched the occasion. We had so much to celebrate, and so much to look forward to.

I sensed Kasten enter the room before I saw him. I turned and grinned at him to share my excitement. He was wearing a flattering black velvet coat, perfectly cut to match his broad figure. It was covered in silver embroidery and joined by a silver cravat to match my dress. I loved every inch of him. He took in the room with admiration. “Sophie, Mistress Rose, you have done a most excellent job.”

Mistress Rose bowed deeper to him than she had previously. “I am glad it has your approval, Your Highness.”

He half scowled. “Save the fancy titles for when the guests arrive.”

I elbowed him. “The party hasn’t even started yet. You’re not allowed to be grumpy already.”

He raised his eyebrows as he looked down at me. “Well, according to Callum, I am always grumpy. Especially at balls.”

I hooked my arm through his and leaned my head against his shoulder. “Thank you, Kasten, for agreeing to host the ball. I know this must be stressful for you.”

He took a glass of sparkling wine from the side. “You can host them as often as you like, Sophie. This castle belongs to both of us, and as you have reminded me on many occasions, it is good for us to have friends and allies. However, if anyone here dares to look at you like the Cerith ambassador did at the king’s party, I will personally throw him out.”

I gave him a tight smile, brimming with humor, as happiness bubbled inside me. “You mean you’ll actually let me talk to people this time?”

“Well, the quality of the guests should have greatly improved. And as I said, I will simply kick out anyone who annoys me. It’s not the royal palace. I can do as I like in my own home.”

I spun to face him fully and leaned into him, tilting my face up. He was so attractive, I still couldn’t get used to the fact I was allowed to touch and tease him whenever I wished. I took a little step closer. “And will you dance with me? At least once?”

“Yes,” he said, distracted by studying my face. He leaned down and kissed me. I didn’t care if it smudged my lipstick. His free hand spread across my back and pushed me closer into him. “I will take every free slot you have.” He kissed me again, and I felt warmth start to pool in my belly.

We were interrupted by the sharp sound of someone clearing their throat, and I leapt back from Kasten’s arms in alarm. He didn’t react at all but kept his eyes on me with a smug smile.

I smoothed down my skirts and was horrified to see Beatrice clearing her throat in order to announce the entrance of the queen. Annabelle stood in the doorway in a huge scarlet dress that glittered with rubies and thread-of-gold. Nobles cramped the corridor behind her in an entourage, many looking around the queen. I blinked. I had planned to greet her at the door, but clearly, she had entered as fast as Beatrice could reach us.

How many of these people had just seen us kiss? It was hardly a good introduction of us as hosts.

Beatrice cleared her throat again. “Prince Kasten and Princess Sophie, the queen has arrived. Welcome to Her Majesty, Queen Annabelle.” She finished her words with a deep curtsy.

Annabelle was giving me a wicked grin, and I could feel my skin flushing all the way from my neck to my ears. I composed myself and walked up to her, offering both my hands.

“Your Majesty, welcome to our home. Thank you for gracing our ball with your presence.”

Her grin didn’t drop. “It looked to me like you didn’t want to be disturbed, actually. Are you sure we’re not intruding?”

I looked down, my cheeks only getting hotter. “I am sorry, we got a bit distracted.”

She laughed and looked over my shoulder. “This place looks exquisite. I can’t believe I have never visited Kasomere before. I hope I will receive many more invitations.”

Kasten stepped up beside me and bowed. “Your Majesty.”

Annabelle inclined her head, still smiling. “Your Highness. I hope now that you are hosting, you’re not going to lurk in dark corners and leave Sophie to do all the hard work.”

He reached over and took my hand. “She knows I am fully at her disposal all night. Though she has done an admirable job without needing any input from me.” He looked up at the musicians' gallery and raised his hand in a gesture more suitable for summoning armies than musicians. Music started to play.

The queen looked back to me. “My physician told me that you and Callum have recently found a way to stabilize felixleaf using kryalcomy. I am not familiar with the plant, but he told me the treatment is not in common use since it previously needed to be harvested immediately before it was administered to a patient. I hear it will be the strongest medicine against infection that we have. He predicted it would save hundreds of lives.” She inclined her head to me. “It seems Fenland has yet another reason to thank you.”

A blush was heating my cheeks again. “Oh, it was mostly Callum’s genius. But your physician is very kind. I’ve been hoping to do this for months. I was so excited when we managed to get it to work. I’m hoping we can expand bogland in Kasomere to produce more, and I would love to have an area to grow it in Adenburg as well so we can easily supply the capital. My dream is for it to be available for everyone. It saved Kasten’s life before.”

Annabelle smiled. “Whatever you want and need, you only have to ask. You know you have my support. And it would be nice to have you visit Adenburg often so we can have more of our conversations.”

I bowed my head. “Thank you. I will call on you soon, I promise. Though, I had hoped you would stay here for a couple of days following the ball.”

She grinned. “To be honest with you, I have wanted to see Callum’s workshop. I have a few kryalcomy ideas of my own. Alterations to my crossbow bolts. The Maegistrium isn’t happy I have granted Callum exception to their licensing, but I think they will be less vocal if he is producing kryalcomy for the crown, especially after learning of this new medicine you two have made.”

Kasten took a small step forward. “And how are the negotiations going with Kollenstar?”

Annabelle pouted. “We shouldn’t talk about the war at a party, Kasten.” She lowered her voice. “But Venerick is doing an excellent job as our representative at the peace negotiations. Apparently, he can be a ruthless bargainer. They’re terrified of you and your kryalcomy. We should reach a peace treaty soon, and I suspect it will be very much in our favor.” She straightened and looked around the room. “Now, we will have plenty of time to catch up later. I don’t want to keep you from the rest of your guests.”

Beatrice announced the rest of the nobles as they entered and I greeted each one. Kasten remained at my side, inclining his head politely as they passed and, every now and again, whispering comments in my ear. My heart thudded in a heady mixture of nerves and excitement.

Each guest smiled, bowed, or curtsied and expressed their appreciation of the invitation. There were no disapproving looks or veiled threats. Now that we were in the highest favor of the queen, it looked like everyone wished to be in our favor as well. Even Prince Clarence and his group of normally rambunctious friends inclined their heads lower than they needed to as he addressed me as ‘sister’. I was never going to get used to this.

After a second wave of guests arrived, Callum swaggered in, dressed in a red suit that made him stand out from all the other men.

He frowned at Beatrice as he came to stand beside us. “Hey, how come you didn’t announce me when I walked in?”

She frowned at him and lowered her voice. “Surely, you count as one of the hosts.”

He shook his head and waved his hand. “No, announce me. I wish to hear it.”

Beatrice licked her lips and straightened. “Lord Callum Tavolyn,” she called.

Callum grinned and picked up a glass of sparkling wine.

I frowned at him. “I thought you didn’t like titles and deliberately never used them?”

He sniffed. “Yes, well, now I am a lord for saving the queen and the kingdom. I just wanted to remind everyone. It was for their benefit, of course. All this change could be confusing.”

Kasten sipped his wine and raised an eyebrow. “And now that you have your own lands, does that mean you’ll stop bothering us and go and live over there?”

Callum snorted. “Nah. Not when Sophie puts on parties like this. Plus, it would be too much work to move my workshops.” He held up a finger. “Remember. All of the wealth, none of the responsibility. I have underlings now. They can take care of a simple estate.”

He broke off and looked over my shoulder toward the door with a surprised expression. He reached out and touched my arm. “Sophie, I didn’t know you invited your half sister.”

I turned to see Claribel and her new husband enter the room. I smiled. “I did. I just didn’t know if they would come. Venerick said he thought it would be a good idea.”

“Mister Jakobe Bridge. Mistress Claribel Bridge,” Beatrice announced, double-checking her roll of paper.

They walked to us, a little hesitant, and I beamed at Claribel, raising my hands to welcome her. “Claribel, I am so glad you could come.” She looked well.

Jakobe was tall and slender and seemed unsure of himself, but he had a disarming face. He bowed deeply. “Princess Sophie. Prince Kasten. Thank you for your generous invitation.”

I inclined my head. “You are very welcome. I wish to hear about your wedding and how Claribel is settling in. I know the previous king arranged for it to be a rushed affair.”

I led Claribel to a seat, and we talked like we had never talked before, unhampered by father or expectations. Then I talked with Annabelle who introduced me to another person. And another. And then Kasten was sweeping me away to a dance.

“You seem happy, Sophie.” He slipped his hands in mine, and I appreciated their warmth. He watched me with a content expression on his face that made me melt a little.

I grinned. “I am. I’m so glad Claribel came. And everyone is being so nice. Annabelle seems suited to being queen.” I squeezed his hands. “I hope you’re not finding it all too tiring. Well done for not throwing anyone out.”

He pursed his lips as the dance started, and he led us in the first few steps. “Well, I have been tempted.”

I gasped and leaned closer, lowering my voice. “Who?”

He shrugged. “Everyone.”

I stepped further back. “Kasten!”

His voice became low, and he leaned in as the dance brought us closer together. “And then I will get you all to myself again.” His warm breath tickled my cheek.

I couldn’t hide my smile as I glowed under his intense gaze. “This is a ball, Kasten. It won’t finish until after midnight.”

He pouted. “It’s a good thing I’m a very patient man.” His arm slipped around my waist as he swayed me backward in an arc.

I let the dance take hold of me as we did the moves in tandem, our bodies always touching, our eyes never leaving one another.

As the dance came to a finish, Kasten took my arm to lead me from the floor. A ruckus made us pause and turn to the door. Still dressed for travel and covered in dirt, sand, and sweat, two men had entered the room. I couldn’t believe my eyes. One was Lord Venerick, and the other was Sir Chase. Was something wrong? But no, they were smiling.

Kasten and I glanced at each other before walking to them. Venerick bowed his head to me. “I know I didn’t receive an invitation and am not suitably dressed. I hope you will forgive my intrusion.”

I waved a servant carrying wine over. “Not at all. Are you all right? Have you traveled here straight from Kollenstar?”

Annabelle practically ran to my other side. “Venerick! What are you doing here?”

The way he took Annabelle in, his eyes softening and his lips parting, made my chest clench a little. I smiled.

He took a moment to recognize the question. “Well, my dear, we finished negotiations last night. And the treaty was signed. I saw no reason to delay my return to you. I heard you were at Kasomere, and this city is far closer to the border than Adenburg, so I thought I would surprise you. I missed your coronation. I didn’t want to miss anything else.”

Annabelle flung her arms around him in a very unqueenlike gesture. “Oh, you brilliant, brilliant man!”

Sir Chase edged away awkwardly and turned to Kasten with a bow. “I will submit a full report tomorrow, Gen…Your Highness.”

Kasten clapped him on the shoulder. “Feel free to enjoy yourself, Chase. May that be the last time any of us have to go to Kollenstar for a very, very long time.”

Annabelle took Venerick’s hand and dragged him to a private corner before we could question him further. With him dressed in drab, dirty clothes and her in radiant silk, they could not have looked more different, yet they complemented each other perfectly. I couldn’t have been happier for them.

When Annabelle stole a kiss, I looked away. And she had teased us!

I turned back to Kasten, and my stomach dipped at the look of wonder on his face. He was smiling to himself, and he seemed lighter, his movements more free. His eyes shone, and it was as if I were seeing a new, younger version of him. His eyes focused on me, and he almost whispered, “It’s the end of the war, Sophie. It really is the end. We won’t have to fight anymore. I won’t be called away from you. It’s over!” Before I could respond, he picked me up at the waist and spun me around. All I could do was manage a breathless squeal and laugh.

He set me back down with a grin and took my hand instead. He didn’t seem to care that some of our guests were staring at us in shocked surprise. I didn’t either. I hoped everyone could eventually become acquainted with this joyful side of Kasten.

Peace. We had peace.

I surveyed the rest of the ballroom, finally free of dust sheets and filled with glittering, smiling people. I beamed with pure happiness at it all.

“I love it when you smile like that.” Kasten lifted my hand and kissed my fingers, but his dark eyes didn’t leave my lips. My stomach flipped. “I fell in love with your smile first, Sophie. It showed your joy. Your goodness. Your compassion. I would have been lost without that smile. And now, I hope it will be a constant in my life. You have no idea how happy that makes me.”

I could only stare at him, my mind replaying his words over and over.

Without warning, Callum popped up between us. He raised his glass before my husband could speak. “To Kasomere, kryalcomy, and a queen who is not trying to kill us.”

I laughed and raised my own, looking at each of them. “To true friends and true family.”

Kasten finally stopped glaring at Callum for his interruption and raised his own glass. “To peace. And my wife. And long, long lives.”

We drank and laughed, and everything was bathed in sparkling light.
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