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      He sat silently on a mountaintop cliff, watching the clouds drift. He had seen this visage many times in his life, though it had been over a thousand years since the last time he was granted the sight.

      It always filled him with awe—such a beautiful view. He was on top of the world, the highest point in all of Anden, a place few had ever seen, and fewer lived to tell the tale.

      This beautiful view was something of a double-edged sword, however.

      “Love, it’s been too long,” a beautiful bird-song voice said with a familiarity that made him want to weep. It had been over a thousand years since he had heard that voice.

      He gave no response as the most beautiful female who had ever lived sat beside him, hanging her feet off the same cliff. She was so close to him, he could practically feel the blood beating in her veins and the warmth radiating from her. It wasn’t until her hand came up and wiped the tear off his cheek, he realized he was crying.

      “Please don’t do that,” she murmured. “Tears never suited you. They always break my heart.”

      It’s been so long. How could I not cry at being reunited with you?

      “You left,” she said plainly, tilting her head to the side. He was glad she could hear his thoughts. Eyes the color of a multifaceted jewel stared at him, a myriad of reds, pinks, and purples set in black. She always had the most vibrant eyes of anyone he had ever seen.

      It was fitting. She was no ordinary Andinna.

      I had no choice.

      “I know,” she whispered, leaning in close, her lips brushing against his cheek as though she wanted to kiss him. “But the ability to reach you ends when you leave the Land of Dragons. The ability to see you, to comfort you, to tell you how much I love you. I couldn’t do that while you were gone.”

      You still held sway over me…and others. You still had power over our lives.

      “Yes, that’s true. I used it as much as I could, where it was appropriate.” She nodded, leaning away from him and getting comfortable as she looked over the cloud tops drifting by.

      He turned to see her fully, ignoring the beautiful vista. He took in her curvy body, a voluptuous form that made mouths water and knees weak. She was the only female he’d ever loved in a physical or spiritual sense. Others he saw as friends and family, but this female always made him ache—an ache she never helped him with. She never breached the trust and relationship between them.

      Did you use it on her?

      A question he had wondered now for nearly three years. He couldn’t resist asking it now that he had this female by his side.

      “I did,” she whispered, this time not looking at him. “I had no choice in the matter. That which is destined to bring death into the world cannot create life. Others made that decision as she set on her path.”

      The Andinna don’t believe in destiny.

      “No one is born to destiny. In that, you are correct, but people make choices, and those choices put them on paths. Every path has its own journey and an inevitable destination. We just see the way the paths turn and twist long before you can. We’ve lived longer, you see.”

      He nodded once, accepting her words. He had made his choice once, long ago. He had given himself in the name of love, and she had given him the new path he had to walk. Had she seen him coming? He would never know, and she would never tell him. The beautiful female beside him wasn’t omniscient, but he could never deny she knew more than he ever would.

      “You know, all I have ever asked of you is to love,” she said, sounding distant as if her thoughts had wandered down a path he couldn’t follow because he had wandered elsewhere. “And all I will ever ask of you is to love. To spread love. To show others how to love. To bring more love into the world.”

      I know.

      “Then why do you push so much? Why do you push them, darling? They’re on dangerous paths.”

      He had no other option than to push them. His path was chosen long ago. Did she not see that? He certainly hadn’t realized where his path would lead him until recently, but now it was clear. How did he make her understand that?

      Because I love them. As you’ve said, it’s all you have ever asked of me.

      Her beautiful laugh was the last thing he heard as the world drifted away.
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      Mave raised her sword and roared as bodies dropped and blood sprayed. Andinna around her raised their swords as well. She felt powerful. She felt undefeatable as the Elvasi ran for their lives. Her soul rang out with the trueness of the moment, feeling perfectly at home in the carnage. This was her place.

      Another battle fought.

      Another victory.

      This was her spring season. With the world coming to life after a long winter, she was on the battlefield, bringing death. Beside her, warriors were ready to give their lives to the rebellion.

      Their commander landed in the middle of the battlefield and raised his sword as well.

      “For the glory of the Andinna!” Nevyn yelled over the Andinna high on the victory.

      “For the glory of the Andinna,” they roared in return.

      “What’s the news?” Mave called out, moving to get to his side. As she ran for him, the Andinna parted for her to pass through easily. Some even kicked the bodies of Elvasi out of the way. “Nevyn, what’s the news?” A messenger had caught up to them as they had prepared the assault. Nevyn had told the male to wait for them to finish the fight before he would entertain a message from home.

      Nevyn saw her, and she saw the glow of joy in his eyes. He was also riding the high of their victory. There was something else, though.

      “We’ve been asked to come home,” he answered. “Alchan thinks we’ve done enough for now. We’ll be heading back and letting his second wave head out for summer.”

      Mave nodded, accepting the information, and looked around.

      “How many?” she asked softly.

      “We’ve probably killed over two-thousand Elvasi and human soldiers in the Empire’s army since the beginning of spring,” Nevyn answered, crossing his arms as he looked around as well. “It’s been a good campaign.”

      “Agreed.”

      And now it was time to go home. Mave smiled. Now, it was time to go home with stories of victory to tell her people.
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        * * *

      

      Mave was on the back of a horse at midday as she crossed over the ridge into the valley, with nearly two hundred warriors behind her. Kian rode at her side while Nevyn and Varon rode just ahead of them. They were the only members of the Ivory Shadows who had gone on the long campaign. The others were waiting for them in the village that was finally in her sight.

      Below her, visible from the ridge, was the village she called home. She hadn’t seen it in a season, but now it was right in front of her. Her heart threatened to burst from her chest as their slow ride took them closer, step by step. Her blood called out to its bonded lover, who wasn’t in the valley for some reason.

      “We’re almost there,” Kian said softly.

      “Almost,” she agreed. “Can you believe we’ve missed all of spring?”

      “Sometimes, that’s just the way of things. Alchan sent us out to handle Shadra’s initial push into the mountains on the eastern front, and we did. I’m just glad he’s finally called us back.”

      Me, too…sort of.

      Mave chuckled at her indecision. It had been an exciting season, and a large part of her had craved it after the long, cold winter. She was almost sad to be called back to the village.

      An entire season. As winter had given way to spring, they had received word that Shadra was with her troops, just south of the Dragon Spine, ending her time of grieving for Lothen early. She started sending troops into the mountains the moment she had arrived and faster than the Andinna had been able to prepare.

      Alchan had responded by sending out strong units to crush her attempts to create forward camps early in the new year. If they put her down early enough, it would be harder for her to gain traction later in the year.

      So, Mave had kissed all of her husbands goodbye, all needing to do their own work for the rebellion. She got onto a horse and left with her father—technically adopted, but no one ever mentioned that part—and left to fight Elvasi in the unit led by Nevyn. They had headed southeast of the main village and done exactly as Alchan had asked of them. They crushed every Elvasi camp they could find and pushed Shadra back out of the mountains, at least for the time being.

      They rode into the village, laughing as they were welcomed home. It was a hero’s welcome. Mave jumped off her horse and handed the reins off to someone while Kian stayed next to her. Still ahead of her, Nevyn and Varon were handing off their own horses. Mave went up to them, smiling as Varon wrapped an arm around her waist. Kian jumped on Nevyn’s back.

      “We’re home!” he said, laughing. Behind them, warriors cheered at Kian’s proclamation.

      “And what do you bring me?” someone called out. The crowd parted, and Alchan walked through it, smiling.

      “Good tidings!” Nevyn called out, grinning. “In the time we have been away, we have engaged the Elvasi in five battles and came out victorious every time!” He was yelling by the end. Mave threw her fist into the air, cheering along with the warriors around them. “We’ve brought glory back to you and to the rebellion! Our campaign was a success!”

      Andinna around them were jumping in excitement and screaming in victory.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Alchan replied. “Nevyn, come with me, and we’ll discuss. Everyone else, welcome home.”

      Mave jumped forward the moment he was done speaking and wrapped her arms around the smaller male at Alchan’s side. Rain laughed as they entered a bone-crushing hug.

      “I’ve missed you,” she whispered. “How are you?”

      “I’m great,” he answered, laughing until he cried. “Now, I need to let you go—”

      He didn’t get the chance to finish as Mave was pulled away. She didn’t fret as the large arms wrapped around her and the world began to spin. The spicy scent of her first husband filled her senses as her mouth found his full lips. Her first husband always seemed to be the first one to find her. A wave of need flew through her as Luykas flew overhead, trying to find her.

      “I need the crowds to disperse!” Rain called out. “Move for the King!”

      Mave didn’t pay attention as she stared at emerald green eyes and a self-confident smirk that owned so much of her heart.

      “It’s been too long,” he whispered as he leaned in for another kiss.

      “We were winning,” she replied, chuckling. “We couldn’t pass up the opportunities as they came. Where are Bryn and Zayden?”

      “Zayden went to get Bryn. He was in the next valley over, training with his latest batch of scouts. They’ll be here soon.”

      “We should get to the war room—”

      He cut her off with another passionate kiss, this one prompting cheers of the Andinna around them. Luykas finally found them and landed behind her. Mat let her go as Luykas grabbed her hand and spun her around.

      “Who gives a shit about the war room right now?” he growled. His gold eyes were full of emotion, the same one she felt pulsing through the bond between them.

      “Well, I’m certain Alchan does,” she said, the laughter coming back to her as he growled again and kissed her.

      “You’re not needed there,” he reminded her. “He asked for Nevyn because he’s the general. You can go see him later. You’re going to spend the evening with us. Alchan can come tomorrow.”

      “Really?” She let Luykas pull her out of the crowd. “I’m certain he and I can find something—”

      “No,” Mat said with little patience. “We’re going to get you into a hot spring for a bath, then we are going home. You’re not going to work your first night back from a victorious campaign, Mave. Let Nevyn and Varon pass along all the news and just enjoy some time with us.” There was a note of desperation at the end that echoed in her own soul.

      “I’m only teasing, love,” she promised. She took off, glad to get the wind under her wings, and headed for her home. Mat and Luykas followed quickly. She was able to make it out of the crowd and over the village first, beating them to the hot spring. As she landed, Bryn and Zayden appeared, landing shortly after while Luykas and Mat were still trying to catch up with her.

      Bryn swooped her up and spun her around the same way Matesh had, his lips greedy for her.

      “Ya tell me to never leave, but I’m not allowed to tell ya the same. It’s not fair,” he murmured in her ear as they finally slowed, and her feet could touch the ground again.

      “I won’t go away again without one of you. You were all just so busy here.” She touched his cheek gently. “And the Champion must go and fight in the name of the king.”

      “I know,” he whispered, kissing her softly. “We’ve missed ya, though.”

      “And I’ve missed you.”

      When Bryn stepped back, her most recent husband stepped forward, but he didn’t give a display of passion like the others. He wrapped his arm around her shoulder and walked toward the spring. His fingers toyed with the strings and ties that kept her armor on, slowly undoing them.

      “Let’s get you cleaned up,” he said with a casual note she didn’t quite believe.

      “You don’t want to proclaim your love for me and cause a scene? Everyone else has.” She tried to hide her smile as he looked down at her.

      “I’ll make sure you know how much I missed you tonight when you’re on your back,” he whispered hotly in her ear. “After I’ve fed you a proper fucking meal since you’ve been on rations for months.”

      She took her armor off slowly, letting Zayden and Bryn help. Luykas and Mat stripped fast to join them, half jumping in.

      “How was it?” Mat asked as he waded through the water. “How was the campaign?”

      “It was…” Mave was grinning as she thought about it. “We hit hard at night, taking the Elvasi by surprise every time. We partied after victories. We hunted for food when rations got short.” Repeating all of this to her males made it sound like the campaign was hard, but there was something so alive about it that made Mave miss it already. “We were unstoppable. The last fight was the hardest, though.”

      “Tell us everything,” Zayden growled, coming closer. Soon, all four of her husbands were nearly on top of her, forming a semi-circle that kept her pinned to one side of the hot spring.

      She launched into the story of the last fight of the campaign—the anticipation, the assault, the blood, the length of the battle. It had begun at the darkest point of a moonless night, raged past dawn into midday. By the end of the day, they were eating gryphon for dinner and had more steel than they could carry as spoils of war to bring home.

      Her males listened with an attentiveness that reminded her of some of the children she had met. They took in every word, every small detail.

      “We had to rotate people who could carry everything,” she finished, laughing. “We took all of their swords and daggers to be brought home and reforged into weapons we can use. The iron shortage was something Nevyn thought about the entire time we were gone. Every time space was freed up, we put more spoils into the carts. We had to dull the edges to keep the horses from accidentally hurting themselves, but I promise you, every Andinna here will have their own blade by the end of summer. If Gentrin can work that fast.”

      “He has a number of Andinna and a couple of the Hornbuckles forging competently enough they can work alone. We’ve built a second smithy just for them to keep production up,” Luykas explained, smiling. “I’m sorry I missed it. I wish I could have gone.” He closed his eyes, and she could tell he imagined himself in those fields.

      “You all had work to do here,” she reminded him with a smile. “Now, let me get cleaned, then we’ll go home, and you can tell me everything I’ve missed.”

      They helped her with weeks of dust and dirt from the road, which had gotten into places Mave preferred it wouldn’t have. There was no judgment from her males. As a family of warriors, they all knew the reality of being on the road, roaming battle to battle with little time to attend to personal needs. Rinsing off in streams only went so far.

      As they made their way down the trail to their home, Mave in a fresh pair of breeches and a soft silk wrap for a top, she was surprised to see Senri land in front of her, a smile on her mother’s face that lit up the world like the sun. She kept a hand over her stomach, where a noticeable baby bump stood out. She wore a simple dress, something Mave wasn’t used to seeing.

      “You are not going to hide away the first day you get back!” Senri called out, laughing. “You are going to go into the village and get drunk.”

      “Am I?” Mave laughed as she walked up to her mother and hugged her. They weren’t biologically related. Senri hadn’t carried Mave in her womb and brought her into the world, but she had done something equally important. She was the female who met Mave and gave her a home where she could just be. She gave her guidance and taught her lessons Mave should have had as a young child, growing up immersed in Andinna culture. She was the person who let Mave cry when her heart was bruised by a male, and stood up for her when others wouldn’t. And they loved each other. Senri loved Mave with the passion only a mother could, and Mave loved her in return with all the admiration a daughter could give a wonderful mother.

      “You are.” Senri’s tone tried to convey the message Mave shouldn’t argue, but Mave tried, anyway.

      “I have four husbands who are very ready to…perform,” Mave said devilishly. “Do I have to?”

      “It’s in your honor, yours and the rest of the warriors of the campaign. Kian is going to find Nevyn and Varon and steal them away from Alchan for this one evening. You can have your husbands later. Tonight, there needs to be dancing, drinking, and fun. This isn’t an option.”

      “I’m amazed Kian is okay with this,” Mave said, looking back at her husbands, who didn’t look like they liked Senri’s orders.

      “He’s not, but he doesn’t have a choice, either.”

      Mave continued to look at her husbands. “What do you think? Should we go enjoy the celebration before we lock ourselves away?”

      “We’ll tolerate it,” Zayden answered, obviously annoyed with Senri’s intrusion to their plan.

      “Let’s go. And while we walk,”—Mave hooked her arm with Senri’s—“you can tell me about everything I’ve missed. How has the village been?”

      “Wonderful. There’s been no trouble here. Oh, here’s the best news. Sen got back with his second load of Andinna and allies from Olost.” Senri chuckled. “Kerit is fully operational now. There’s no way Shadra will take it from us, not with the thriving community there. Alchan is still trying to pick the right general for the area, but they’re doing well just on his orders so far. Sen isn’t just running Andinna here from Olost, either. He brought supplies and spread the word in Olost that Kerit is opening as a trade city once more. Everyone in the Free Cities is scrambling to begin their own businesses there.”

      “I knew half of that,” Mave said, giving her mother a bored look. Sen had taken his sweet time with his first trip between Kerit and Olost, but he had come back with news and more than they could have bargained for. Much of Alchan’s wealth was still in the Free Cities and was being used to fund many of Sen’s purchases. He had to hire two other captains to support the ones the rebellion already had. “How many Andinna did he bring, though?”

      “Since we opened Kerit and the ships have started returning, we’ve seen two-thousand Andinna come back to Anden,” Luykas answered from behind her. “We’ve also seen a thousand Andinna escape the Empire over the spring and make it here, with more probably to come.”

      “Three thousand?” Mave’s heart skipped a beat. “That…that’s amazing.”

      “You’ve been off campaigning for a long time,” Senri said with a laugh. “There are old friends, too. Everyone from our village. They’re all here now, spreading out all over Anden, between us and Leria’s community. Some are settling areas between Kerit and us, trying to keep the roads open and begin homesteads for their families and others who want something safer, away from the fighting.”

      “What else?” Mave wanted to know everything she’d missed.

      “Luykas is taking over as spymaster for Leshaun,” Mat said, and Mave heard a thump, looking back to see that Mat had hit Luykas in the arm. “My uncle has decided it’s time to retire fully.”

      “That’s good!” Mave smiled. “He deserves time to focus on things he wants to do.” Over the winter, Leshaun had slowed down considerably, and it was hard to get time to see him anymore as he spent most of his days training novice Blackbloods in the arts of blood magic. It exhausted him, which normally meant he wasn’t up for company.

      If he retires, I can see him more. That would be nice.

      “He does,” Mat agreed.

      Mave listened to the many changes made since she had left when the winter snow had melted, small things. No one was living in tents in the main village anymore, and a third village was established for the fighting force of the rebellion.

      As they entered the village, Mave took in the new sights and smells. An entire market was now established. There was no money being exchanged, everything done off bartering or for free. Someone handed her a loaf of bread to nibble on, and another Andinna gave her a drink. By the time their group had made it halfway through, Mave had to pass off gifts from the Andinna to her husbands, who only laughed as someone offered a basket for them to carry everything.

      “It’s like there isn’t a war,” she whispered as she took in the goods being thrust on her.

      “Everyone here knows exactly what is happening outside of this village,” Senri said softly. “But with so many Andinna here again, there’s renewed hope. While you’ve been away fighting, we decided it was time to bring life back to Anden. Not just have homes here, but really live here. Do you like it?”

      “I love it.”

      “Good.” Her mother kissed her cheek. “I was excited to show you this. Now…” Senri turned and looked over the crowd. “Does anyone know where the king is?”

      Half of the crowd pointed toward a new, huge community dining hall. Mave and Senri laughed as they started walking again, abandoning Mave’s husbands to fend off the Andinna trying to give their wares away.

      “They’re going to be upset we’ve left them there,” Mave said, glancing back once to see their arms full of breads, meats, and fabrics.

      “No, they won’t. They’ll be glad the world is starting to feel right again,” Senri said, grinning. “You’re home. I don’t think anything could really upset them right now.”

      They skipped the line into the dining hall, people moving out of their way. It wasn’t just Mave’s status that allowed it. Senri was still the leader of the guard, even halfway through her pregnancy. The safety of the village rested on her mother’s shoulders and garnered her a level of respect as well.

      When they entered, the first person Mave saw was Nevyn, standing on a table, a drink in his hand.

      “And when dawn came, the only ones standing were Andinna!” he roared for the crowd.

      Everyone cheered. It was so loud, Senri said something, but Mave missed it. The walls shook, the ground shook.

      Behind Nevyn, sitting on a raised area in the main hall, Alchan was laughing, Rain draped over him with a smile. They had become official to the public in a beautiful and small ceremony run by Varon, shortly after Lothen’s execution. The news had traveled quickly that the king was in love with his nemari. Leria had a couple of smart comments about it, but the general public had fallen for the romantic story of a lonely king and a young warrior.

      Mave was happy for them. They were strong together and madly in love. When they looked at each other, the adoration in their eyes was so clear, no one could ever believe there was something improper happening. It was just love and so much of it.

      “And here she is, the Champion of King Alchan Andini and the greatest warrior the Andinna has to offer! Mave!” Nevyn roared over the crowd. She laughed as Senri pushed her forward, and Nevyn yanked her up onto the table. “Get up here. Someone get her a drink!”

      Mave grabbed the mug thrust at her only a moment later. People began to chant for her to drink, so she did.

      “I wish there were words to tell you about the way she fights, on the ground and in the sky,” Nevyn said, walking around her, up and down the table, trying to connect with everyone around them. Mave stood patiently, looking at her drink with a smile as he continued. “When we saw her execute the vile Prince Lothen, we thought we had seen greatness, but let me promise you, there are no boundaries to how great this warrior can become. Every day, she fights with new ferocity, new passion. Her swords are faster than the enemy they cut down. They are sharper than a wyvern’s talons, and her cries of victory make the Elvasi tremble in fear.”

      “You exaggerate,” Mave said, grabbing his arm. “We should talk about you, General Nevyn of the Andinna, member of the Ivory Shadows. Without you, my sword work would be amateur. Without your leadership, our campaign would have faltered before we entered our first battle. You inspire warriors to go beyond what they have ever dreamed and fight for ideals forgotten to time.” She lifted her drink and looked at the crowd. “Am I right?”

      The deafening response was enough. Pride filled her as she looked at Nevyn again and raised her mug in a more personal toast.

      “To my friend,” she said softly, close enough for him to hear. “I know we have our many differences, but I do love fighting beside you.”

      “And I you,” he agreed, lifting his drink.

      A small toast to each other and they both drank, then Mave jumped down and let the party really get started. She hugged Alchan, kissed Rain’s forehead, and found her seat. Her drink was refilled without needing to ask.

      It was good to be home. Mave felt like she was on top of the world.
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      Mave woke up, hungover but happy. For the first time in months, she was waking up in her own bed, curled into a male, and cocooned by wings and furs. Tails were wrapped with hers, and hands found ways to touch her, even if it was just her feet—a pile of Andinna, all feeling the same way she was.

      She broke her tail free of the tangled mess that held it and began to run it up and down a leg, teasing. The emotional wave that came from the touch, the sudden awareness, made her realize who it was. She went further up and touched more, bringing a groan from her male’s lips.

      “That’s cruel,” Luykas mumbled behind her. She laughed softly, causing the male she was pressed into to move.

      “Is it really time to get up?” Mat asked, his emerald green eyes opening slowly. His yawn exposed Andinna fangs, looking more like a roar than an innocent yawn. “Do we have to?”

      “I’ll start breakfast,” Zayden said, trying to sit up. Mave felt something pull, and Zayden cursed. “Can the three of you get off my fucking wing?”

      There was laughter all around them as Bryn revealed himself to be the Andinna at her feet, sitting up as well.

      “I’ll help ya with breakfast,” her rogue said. He didn’t stand, though, crawling across the room and up Mave’s body. “Good morning, love.”

      “Good morning,” she replied, kissing him.

      Luykas growled softly, prompting her to hit him with her tail, a warning that his possessive and dominant side wasn’t welcome on her first morning home. Bryn only chuckled against her lips and got up, leaving the room naked with Zayden following him, still yawning.

      “Luykas,” she chided, looking over her shoulder.

      “Sorry. First time back in the house since you left,” he said, pushing up and leaving the bed. Now, it was just her and Matesh. “Didn’t want to live with a bunch of cocks while you were gone.”

      “He had dinner with us every night, then went to sleep in his own house,” Mat explained, yawning a second time. “So, what are your plans for the day?”

      “To do little or nothing,” she answered as they finally got out of bed as well. She found pants, something none of her males were bothering with. She even put on a top, wrapping herself in thin cotton to keep the heat from becoming unbearable. Mat chuckled as she looked down at her armor and wrinkled her nose before leaving her alone in their bedroom.

      Mave took a moment to just enjoy the space around her. She had spent all winter in this room with at least two of them every night. Then she had spent all of spring without any of them. She had been jubilant on the battlefield, but she had privately missed the special moments that often unfolded in this room. If war called to her soul, this room and the males she shared it with called to her heart.

      She left the room to find her four males working in an intricate dance around the kitchen and dining table. Sitting at the table, looking a little annoyed, was Alchan.

      “Can you tell your males to put on clothing?” he asked softly as she sat down.

      “They will when they want to. Why are you here? How long have you been here?”

      “I came in and made coffee,” he said politely. “And made myself comfortable while I awaited any of you to wake up.”

      “Well, that’s…” Mave couldn’t think of the proper thing to say. “Just make yourself at home…”

      “I already have,” he said with a smile. “I mean, you wouldn’t turn your brother away, would you?”

      “Ha.” Mave rolled her eyes. “Really, what do you need? I’ve got a splitting headache from last night, so make it quick.”

      “I wanted to tell you last night, but you kept drinking whatever people put in your hands,” Alchan teased, sipping his coffee, then holding it out to her. She took it and tasted, trying not to moan at the rich flavor. She took two more swallows of his drink before handing it back.

      “That’s good,” she complimented. She was used to cheap, stale coffee on the road. The coffee reminded her that her king had hidden talents. He was one of the best cooks she had ever met.

      “I’ll teach one of them how to make it,” he promised. “It’s a blend of two varieties. Sen brought my favorites over from Olost, and I’ve been hoarding it.”

      “Why? Bribery?” Mave laughed, trying to reach for his coffee again.

      “Yes, I brought a bag this morning. It’s in the kitchen. It comes with a cost, though. Or maybe it’s an apology for what I’m about to say.”

      That made Mave pause. “What?”

      “Now that you’re back, I’m not letting you go anywhere until autumn. You’re going to take the summer—”

      “Really? I’m the best warrior you have,” she huffed, shaking her head. She was even better than Nevyn now, not just when she was angry but consistently. Fighting him was like fighting any other warrior. There was no comparison. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am. You missed all of spring here, and every warrior needs to take time off between long campaigns. But that’s not the important news.”

      Mave looked at her males, who all kept their heads down, a troubling sign.

      “I got back yesterday, and you’re going to dump bad news on my head?” She narrowed her eyes at her king and adopted brother. “Really?”

      “Seanev is coming. He’ll be here at some point in the next week, depending on how fast he can keep his caravan moving.” Alchan put his coffee down in front of her again. This time, the bribe was obvious. He was helping her hangover in exchange for less of her anger.

      “He’s supposed to stay…stay with his wife,” Mave said softly, leaving the drink on the table. “That’s what they both wanted.”

      “He’s coming down to head out for the summer campaign. He is one of my generals, Mave. I can’t have him training warriors but unable to lead. He’s a good commander and holds the respect of the Andinna who remained free in Anden, regardless of his…decisions concerning you and Leria.” Alchan was trying to be pragmatic, but she saw the flash of anger in his eyes.

      None of them had agreed with Seanev’s decision made centuries ago to blood bond with Leria, instead of looking for Mave in the Empire. The males in the Ivory Shadows disliked Seanev, some downright hated him, but Mave’s feelings were different. She was hurt by Seanev, but she was pissed at Leria. She preferred to keep a lot of distance from both of them.

      “Thank you for telling me,” she said finally, taking the offered coffee and finishing it. “Now, make more of this.”

      “You know, I’m the one who is supposed to give the orders,” he said with a fair dose of chagrin.

      “My house,” she pointed out. “Teach Zayden while you’re at it.”

      Alchan chuckled and stood, looking into the kitchen.

      “If they put on clothing. I’m not going in there if they’re all going to be naked. It’s ridiculous.”

      Mave sighed, nodding at her males, who disappeared for only a moment, then came back wearing pants.

      “There.” She glared at him for ruining her morning view, but Alchan didn’t seem perturbed by her anger. He had no reason to be. Once, if he had tried to come into her home and made demands, she would have tried to attack him. That had been a long time ago. Now, there was so much understanding between them, only the greatest of insults would be needed for a fight to break out. He was her king, and she loved him for that. Finally, she had a ruler she respected, and he was her brother. There was very little he could do that would truly anger her.

      A short while later, he put another full mug of coffee in front of her.

      “Now that you know about Seanev, I’m going to go. You have a good day, sister.”

      “Tell Rainev I said hello, and that I’ve missed spending time with him,” she said as he walked away.

      “I’ll make sure he puts time aside for you,” Alchan replied.

      The moment the door closed, the tension in the room evaporated, and Mave watched her males finally liven up again, talking among themselves.

      “So…how long have you all known about Seanev coming?” she asked. Picking up the hot cup of coffee, she brought it to her lips as she watched them set the table and continue cooking breakfast.

      “A few weeks,” Mat answered, coming to sit beside her where Alchan had just been. “We didn’t think he would be over so early, or we would have put on clothes before we left the room.”

      “Why didn’t you when you realized he was here?”

      “Pride,” Bryn said, putting a plate of bacon down in the middle of the table.

      “He’s seen me naked,” Luykas said with a shrug. Everyone looked at him at that. “We lived together for a long time. You think we didn’t see each other in the buff more than once? Please. We’re more like twins than half-brothers. If you’ve seen one of us, you’ve seen both of us. There’s nothing to hide.”

      “Wow,” Mave mumbled, shaking her head. She didn’t need that mental image so early in the morning. Then another thought hit her that made her feel a little worse. Her eyes slid across Luykas’ chest, then trailed down. “No wonder Rain’s so into him.”

      Luykas sputtered, his face turning red. “That…”

      “Was uncalled for,” Zayden growled as he dropped a plate of eggs on the table too hard. “I was trying not to think about that.”

      The laughter that filled her home was like a song, harmonizing into music that could only be created once—music she had sorely missed over the spring.

      Mave decided to change the subject as Zayden’s face turned redder. He was happy for his son, but everyone knew he wasn’t comfortable with Alchan and Rain’s sex life, at least not hearing about it.

      “So…what is everyone going to do today?” She looked around the table as they all found their seats.

      “I’ll be evaluating new warriors,” Mat answered. “A bunch of novices. Some have talent and will be able to stay and train here in more advanced groups, but most will need to go north and spend the autumn and winter with Seanev.”

      “So, that’s still on you, huh?” He’d been given the job officially before winter was over. Mat nodded, then grabbed a piece of bacon from the main dish. “What about you, Zayden?”

      “Helping Senri. I take whoever Mat thinks is ready to be a guard, train them in everything Senri wants, then assign them to either a patrol or a stationary watch at one of our lookout points. I keep them on their toes for her since she can’t do any sparring right now. That might slow down with Kian back.”

      “You can work with him,” Mave said, reaching out to pat his hand. “Thank you for helping her.” He grabbed her hand and pulled it up to his lips, delivering a soft kiss to the back.

      “Anything for you and our family. Your father always had a wanderlust. I knew it was him or me to join you on the campaign. I couldn’t keep him from fighting with his daughter and his best friends. Helping Senri was the least I could do.” He released her and finished making the plate in front of him, then switched it with her empty one, so she had food.

      “Bryn? Luykas? What are you two doing today?” She turned to them, full of pride and love for Zayden.

      “I have scouts coming in today and tonight. I’ll be out of the city to rendezvous with them, then send them off, so they don’t lead anyone back to the village. I might not make it back tonight.” Bryn sighed. “I was lucky to be close by when you got home yesterday.”

      “Be safe,” she ordered. He nodded, a solemn promise. She trusted him, but Bryn often found trouble when he was away. That was why he didn’t go on those missions anymore.

      “Well, I’ll be safe all day,” Luykas said, smiling at her. “I’ll be with Leshaun. Another day of the change over from his time as spymaster to mine. We should have started over winter or even last year, once I started talking to Nyria, but I don’t think any of us were ready for how much Leshaun was going to slow down over winter.”

      “No, we weren’t,” Mat said softly, looking down at his food. “He hit old age hard.”

      “It’s the war,” Luykas said kindly. “Your uncle had centuries left in him, but he’s an elder now. A village consumed with war isn’t the best place for him, and if he sticks around for another few years, it’s only going to take a harder toll on him.”

      “I know.” Mat sighed.

      “He’s leaving? None of you said that yesterday.” Mave felt a sense of dread. “He’s family. He can’t leave.”

      “He won’t be going far,” Mat said gently. “But I’m right there with you, Mave. It’s not going to be easy with him farther than just a short flight away. He’ll probably move out of the Dragon Spine into a new small community where the winters won’t hit quite as hard. We’ll send Blackbloods to him for training, but Seanev is also bringing down an experienced one who works and trains up north to replace Leshaun.”

      “Luykas, I’ll go with you to see him today, even if I don’t stick around,” Mave announced, deciding what she wanted to do with her first day back. “When is he moving?”

      “In the autumn,” Mat answered. “He’s going to let the mativa set up her new small community without him in the way. The new mativa already agreed to allow him to join her as an elder, someone who will need help and can help with smaller tasks. They know he’s from a place of great respect. It’ll be her honor to have him settle in her community.”

      “It will be,” Mave agreed. I’ll make sure she understands it, just in case.

      They finished breakfast, and Mave left home with Luykas. It was odd being back in the village after so long, having missed an entire season. The village had changed. She noticed it the day before, but that could have been written off to the excitement of the warriors coming home. Now, it was abundantly clear.

      As she and her blood bonded husband walked down the trails, paths, and small roads, she took it all in. There was so much happiness. Everyone was smiling as they talked. Males were joking around as they worked on another new building. The streets were clean. A few children ran around, laughing as they ducked and dove away from their caretakers.

      “There’s a war going on,” she whispered.

      “Do you think the world paused for the war?” Luykas asked, and she quickly figured out his meaning.

      “No, but I don’t even remember the village in Olost being this happy.” She remembered a more somber feeling in Olost, a desperation to hold on to the scraps of Andinna society they could save when they ran from the Empire. This felt rejuvenated.

      “Because we weren’t happy in Olost. We’re happy here. And we’re winning. Shadra hasn’t been able to claim a major victory against us yet. If we can stay a step ahead of her, we can win this. Everyone knows it, and it…” he trailed off, looking away from her.

      “It’s electrifying,” she said softly. “It’s something in the air that wasn’t as strong when I left on campaign.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed softly. “I think it really started after Lothen’s execution. It’s only grown since then with Sen and our other captains coming back with our people in Olost and supplies we needed. Then there’re the victories you brought home yesterday.” He smiled. “This is what we’re fighting for, Mave.”

      “It is,” she acknowledged.

      They continued their leisurely stroll, Luykas taking her hand as they walked.

      Leshaun lived in a very quiet area of the valley in a small wooden house, not a cliffside retreat. A stream ran next to it, made of snowmelt from the mountains rising around them. As they approached, Leshaun came out. He used a cane and leaned on a post that held up the cover for his porch. She took in his wrinkles and pale green eyes, once probably the same vibrant emerald green as Mat’s. His once black hair was now nearly all grey.

      “Well, if it isn’t my favorite female,” he said with a kind smile. “Mave, how are you, my dear?”

      “I’m well,” she said as she went up his steps, Luykas quietly following. “I got back yesterday, but I didn’t see you.”

      “The parties of the younger hearts in the village are not for me any longer,” he said, patting her cheek. His hands had more wrinkles than they once did. Since she had met him, time had taken a devastating toll. He was far more aged than she believed he had any right to be. “But I toasted you, Nevyn, Varon, and Kian every night while you were away, with a small glass of wine.”

      “You have more grey hair than when I left,” she pointed out softly. He also hunched more and had lost muscle mass. He was no longer a strong, older male, now firmly in the decline that took all old Andinna.

      “Stress ages us quickly if we’re not careful, but it’s okay. I’m certain someone has told you I’m retiring fully, and Luykas is taking over my work. I’ll settle into a quiet life and still have at least five hundred years, if not more. Once I’ve handed everything over to others, I’ll have more energy to spend with the family.” He smiled as though he wasn’t worried about his age. “Now, you have two options. You can come inside and sit quietly while Luykas and I work, or you can go. I don’t have the energy to listen to stories of war today, my niece. I must keep teaching him, then take a nap.”

      “Is that how you’re going to treat me?” Mave sighed. “I wanted to come check in on you.”

      “And you have,” he retorted, still holding that lovely but tired smile. “I’ll come over for dinner later this week if that will make you feel better.”

      Mave nodded, then stepped back. “You’re lucky I love you.”

      “At my age, love from a female such as yourself is less of a blessing and more of a curse. Please, love me a little less.” His smile turned indulgent. “Go enjoy the village, see your friends. Don’t waste your time on an old male like me. Please.”

      She waved and jumped off, promising herself to keep bothering him before he left. She glided over the valley, looking down at the Andinna going about their business. Every season brought more improvements to their quality of life. They weren’t a ramshackle group of survivors anymore. If anything, Leshaun’s retirement from the Company was a promising sign. Finally, they could offer him a real retirement, away from the troubles, while the young Andinna fought the war.

      Mave landed in a small clearing, away from the group in the center. Emerian and Trevan sparred as Dave watched. Ten feet from them, the gryphon lay in the sun as he cleaned between the feathers of his wings.

      The duel was the most interesting thing. Emerian was using a modified sickle that looked more like a scythe with a longer handle. Trevan used a morok, given to him by Luykas. Mave liked the idea of Trevan using a traditional Andinna blade. The first time she had seen it, she hadn’t questioned it. Like the gryphon, if there was an Elvasi who deserved to be among the Andinna, it was Trevan.

      They clashed and jumped away from each other. Emerian used his better range to try to take Trevan’s legs out from under him. Trevan was fast, though. Centuries of practice and a different type of training from most Andinna, he fought differently.

      He jumped over the scythe, a practiced move. When he landed, he didn’t miss a beat, launching another attack and getting into Emerian’s space, too close for the scythe to do anything but block with the wooden handle, which had a chunk taken out as the steel morok cut into it.

      Trevan backed off without anyone needing to call it.

      “I think that one is mine,” he said, grinning as he wiped sweat from his forehead.

      “I think so,” Emerian agreed, leaning over and panting. “But I’m getting better.”

      Mave clapped as she walked closer. All four of them looked at her, including the gryphon.

      “You are,” she confirmed, nodding appreciatively at the unique mutt. His face lit up as he registered what she said. “You’ll be ready for combat before summer is over, won’t you?”

      “I hope so,” he said, the grin making his face seem centuries younger than he was. Mave was less than a century older than him, but they had lived two very different lives.

      “Welcome back,” Trevan greeted softly. He was a soft-spoken man who never felt the need to raise his voice above conversation level, something she had picked up on in one of their earliest conversations. Something about it was soothing when she was normally surrounded by brash, loud, opinionated Andinna.

      Maybe that’s why I sought them out.

      “I would offer to join in, but I didn’t bring my swords,” she said, gesturing to her empty hips.

      “No, no!” Trevan chuckled. “You should take some time off—no reason to train with us, anyway. We’ve been doing well without you or Luykas hovering. Sometimes, we spar with Matesh or Zayden, and they’ve kept us honest.”

      “Good.”

      Emerian chose that moment to jump on Trevan’s back, laughing.

      “Honest? You mean living in fear of being told we were lazy by that fucking grouch.”

      Even Mave laughed as Trevan shook off his friend, and they began to tussle, rolling in the dirt, taking swings, all light.

      Dave walked up beside her and sighed.

      “They’re always like this,” he commented, the humor in his words so clear, she nearly couldn’t stop laughing.

      “Good,” she repeated. She saw nothing wrong with it. Seeing an Elvasi and an Andinna, even a mutt, become close friends was a promising sign for their people. One day, the fighting would be over, and it would be people like Trevan and Emerian who helped guide them all to peace.

      “When do you want to sit down and discuss business while you’ve been away?” His earnest eyes made her want to run. There was obviously a lot he wanted to tell her, probably things she needed but didn’t care to know about like supplies, rationing, and more. Dave loved numbers and telling her all of them. It was one of the few things she loved about the campaign. Swords were simpler than the complex things her human friend dealt with every day while he helped Alchan and Luykas in her absence.

      Mave summoned all of her courage and continued to smile.

      “Why don’t we start now?”
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      Alchan was smiling as he left Mave’s home. He didn’t stop until he reached his home, kissed his Consort, and sat down at his own table.

      The reason he’d run from home was the stack of messages he needed to go through.

      “Rain, my love,” he called softly, knowing the mutt was hovering in the kitchen now.

      “Yes?”

      “Are these the papers I’ve been putting aside for the last three weeks?” he asked, refusing to touch them.

      “They are.” Rain appeared at his side and put a mug down, the very same type of coffee Alchan had just made for his Champion. “Seanev will be here any day. You need to read them.”

      “I hate that they’re making me do this,” Alchan mumbled, thumbing through the pages and pages of letters for a second.

      “No one is making you do anything.” Rain wrapped his arms around him from behind. Wings made everything a little harder, but that didn’t stop anyone from being physical. Rain wedged himself between Alchan’s wings, dodged his horns, and leaned over his shoulder. “Leria and Allaina are only strongly suggesting this. So did Varon before he left on the campaign. So has Luykas, which is probably the most surprising.”

      “You haven’t,” he pointed out.

      “I was born after the War. I don’t understand most of this, so I’ve been keeping my opinion to myself. It’s not my place to comment on these things,” Rain whispered in his ear, then kissed his cheek before pulling away. He touched the top letter of the smaller stack. “Those are the nobles from before the War ended. Now, they are asking the king to recognize their positions in this new era, after the War and during the rebellion.” He touched the second stack. “These are the priests and priestesses who have come out of hiding or escaped slavery, hoping to return to the temples with your permission, so they can begin to revitalize the temple communities again.”

      “It is your place,” Alchan corrected, grabbing Rain’s hand and pulling it to his lips.

      “Is it?” Rain smiled indulgently. “Why is that?”

      “Because I said so,” he explained, pulling Rain onto his lap and wrapping an arm around his waist so he couldn’t escape. “That’s the nice part about being the king, I guess. I get to make those decisions.”

      “You do,” Rain agreed, reaching out to pick up the first letter. “You should get started.”

      Alchan realized the trap he’d walked into and growled softly, but there was no heat in it. Rain was getting very adept at working around him, maneuvering him into situations and the work he put off. He should have known it was a trap the moment he saw the damn letters. He took the letter Rain offered him but didn’t let his Consort escape his lap as he read.

      “Most ran to Seanev first when they realized you didn’t know what to do with them yet over the winter,” Rain reminded him. “But now, it’s practically summer. You need to address them and give them something or tell them they get nothing. Either way, you have to make a decision. They’re all coming back with him, and there will be no avoiding it.”

      Alchan sighed, nodding slowly. He knew it was creeping up on him to make these decisions, but he had never been the one for this. Luykas was better at it, but he couldn’t ask the mutt half-brother to make these sorts of calls. If his decisions were disagreed with, it would cause more problems. Alchan had to take the responsibility himself and somewhat dreaded it. He didn’t dread going into battle. He didn’t avoid sending his warriors, Andinna he considered his family, in battles they might not come back from. But he dreaded this.

      “I’ll tell all the priests and priestesses yes on principle,” he decided. “As long as they work as units. I don’t want them heading too deep into Anden, either, where supporting them would be difficult. The nobles…will require more care.”

      “Of course. Let me finish breakfast while you read.”

      Alchan reluctantly let Rain leave.

      “Oh, Mave asked for me to tell you hello, and she wants to spend time with you at some point,” he called to Rain as he left the room.

      “I’ll make sure to go see her,” Rain promised. “In the afternoon, after you’ve read through all of those.”

      Alchan groaned, but he started reading, knowing if Rain never left to see Mave, it would be his fault—an effective threat. He was more dominant than her, but he wasn’t the better swordsman. It wasn’t even his death that was the effective threat. It was the idea he would accidentally hurt her by keeping Rain from her. That didn’t play over well with his bedru nature, which sat firmly in the camp that Rain belonged to him romantically, Luykas and Mave belonged to him as his family, and it was his duty to keep all of them as happy as he could.

      Failure wasn’t an option.

      As he made his way through the letters and ate breakfast, when Rain put it in front of him, his mind wandered. He saw names he recognized, and many he didn’t. The nobles he knew. Every single one of them, he knew. He had spent much of his childhood near them, and even more of his early adulthood. Most of them were young or children when he had been introduced to them. Most of the adults he had seen ruling were long gone, just like his grandmother and aunts. Maybe some would escape slavery before this was through, but he couldn’t hope for that.

      The priests and priestesses were the ones he didn’t know and had no idea how to judge. One of the reasons he had been putting this off for so long was for Varon to help him. Varon was the only priest he had any sort of relationship with, and he trusted the male’s judgment.

      “Rain, do you think when you go see Mave, you could bring Varon to me?” he asked softly, feeling exhausted with only a few more letters to read.

      “I’ll go now,” he said, kissing Alchan before he left.

      Alchan kept his darker urges locked away as Rain left the room without him. Since they had declared their relationship to the public, and Rain gained the title of Consort, Alchan’s possessive feelings only grew. Now the world knew, which made Rain a commodity in his own right, even more so than just being the nemari, an assistant and young Andinna in training to be a noble. Now, if someone could get Rain to hear them out, it was a direct way to get to Alchan’s ear. Alchan didn’t want people taking his Consort’s time. The more time they stole, the less time he had. At the dinner table, in bed, the location didn’t matter—it was the time they stole to speak to Rain that pissed Alchan off. That was unacceptable.

      A short while later, Alchan put the last letter aside. Everyone who had written had made their feelings clear and their plans detailed and orderly. Alchan wrote down questions he had at the top of his mind, noting who he wanted to ask, then continued to wait in silence for Varon.

      Rain came back first, laughing as the mute priest and his husband followed.

      “Alchan, you need to hear this story about Kian and Mave. It’s fantastic.”

      “Give me the short version,” he said, leaning back in his seat with an indulgent smile.

      “Mave apparently attracted a few males on the road between battles. She kept turning them down, but they all thought she was open to more husbands because she didn’t have hers with her. Eventually, Kian started sleeping outside her tent to stop them from bothering her.” Rain was smiling as he spoke. “Can you believe that?”

      “Males being attracted to Mave, yes. Kian trying to do something about it…” Alchan chuckled as he considered his response. “Also, yes, but it is funny. It’ll give me something to tease her about next time I see her. I bet she was at a loss when they kept coming to her.”

      Varon’s hands moved fast.

      “They all wanted ‘to ease her needs.’ That’s directly from their mouths. We finally had to ban them from trying to go to her tent through the entire campaign.”

      “Yeah. We had to impress, especially on the younger ones, if she wanted any of them, she would let them know. It was all harmless. We would have shut it down differently if it wasn’t.” Nevyn sat down, stretching his legs. “Kian still slept right outside her tent, though, just in case. That besotted fool.” Nevyn rolled his eyes.

      “Go see her,” Alchan said softly to his Consort. He would lose the afternoon with him, but he could tolerate it. He had to. At least he was going to Mave. She would keep him safe and free of the people who would try to manipulate him.

      Rain kissed him once, then left, giving Varon and Nevyn a wave.

      “Gah, I hate you two,” Nevyn said, crinkling his nose.

      Varon reached out and hit him.

      “Fine, I don’t hate them. They’re so fucking precious, and it’s gag-inducing.”

      Varon leaned down and claimed Nevyn’s mouth, drawing a growl out of the general.

      “You in a bad mood, my friend?” Alchan raised an eyebrow at Nevyn, who sighed as Varon pulled away, then sat down.

      “Woke up hungover, so yeah, a little bit.” Nevyn side-eyed Alchan. “Rain said you needed some help.”

      “Yup.” Alchan picked up the top letter from a priestess, looking to reopen a temple of Kristanya and held it out to Varon. He kept Nevyn from taking it.

      Varon’s eyes moved quickly as he read the letter, then set it on the table, tilting his head to the side, deep in thought. Alchan and Nevyn remained respectfully silent while the priest considered the information. Varon looked up, his grass-green eyes narrowing.

      “I have dozens more,” Alchan explained, lifting the entire stack. “They’re coming with Seanev.”

      “These are the priests and priestesses he’s been hiding, aren’t they?” Varon’s hands moved fast, faster than normal. He slowed down for people who were just beginning to learn his way of communicating. “The ones who decided they would rather hide in the temples during the War rather than help the Andinna go to Olost. The ones who didn’t even bother to show themselves to us until this past winter.”

      “Most of them, yes.” It had been a surprise when Alchan had gotten the first letter. They had kept a secret network all across Anden. When Seanev and Leria made themselves known, the priesthoods had decided to stay secret for another year, just to see what would happen. They didn’t know if they could trust the new rebellion and found protecting Andinna heritage almost more important than protecting the people.

      “Leave them to me,” Varon signed. “I’ll deal with them. I trust you’ll respect my decisions on this.”

      “I understand why you don’t like them, but treat them fairly.”

      “I outrank all of them. Leave this to the priesthood, Alchan. They’ll accept what I decide,” Varon signed, then reached out and grabbed the entire stack.

      “Let him go,” Nevyn said softly as Varon stomped out of the room.

      Alchan looked at the newly empty spot on his table, somewhat confused by what had just happened.

      “Why does Varon think he outranks them?” he asked, going to the most confusing part of the exchange. “He’s just a priest who left his temple because he fell in love. Common for the priests and priestesses of Amonora.”

      “Don’t be daft. He was touched by a goddess in a tangible way. They’ll defer to him, his age, and his experience. They’ll defer to him because while they were here hiding, even from their King, he was serving. Not in making sacrifices to our gods, but in the way that matters. He was keeping faith. He and only a handful of others have that claim, and only he could lead you to prayer. He outranks them through honor and wisdom. They’ll listen to him.” Nevyn reached for the second stack. “Are these the nobles?”

      “Yes.” Alchan groaned, pushing the letters closer to Nevyn. “I know what to do about them, I’ve just been putting it off.”

      “Ah. I wanted to ask you about something since we’re back about this…sort of thing,” Nevyn said softly, reading the letter on top. “You needing Varon was a good way for me to get in the door.”

      “Go ahead. You know my door is always open to you and everyone else in the Company.”

      “You should give Mave nobility. The Lorren house was never truly noble. It was a house of warriors who steadily climbed the ranks over generations until no one could ignore them. The males joined with strong females in other households, but the females were always great.”

      “But they were never noble. Why Mave? She doesn’t want more titles than she has.”

      “The title of Champion doesn’t carry weight after the war,” Nevyn said softly. “And I think she’ll need the weight behind her name. Make the last Lorren a noble.”

      “I’ll consider it,” he conceded. He wasn’t sure why Nevyn thought it was important, but if his general was mentioning it, he knew it was necessary to think on. “How was she? You said last night, she’s now the best warrior we have. She’s boasted the same today.”

      “She is,” Nevyn whispered. “Alchan, it’s otherworldly.” There was an undercurrent of fear in Nevyn’s words. When Nevyn and Alchan looked each other in the eye, Alchan didn’t miss the haunted shadows there.

      “What do you mean?” Alchan asked quietly. “Should I be worried?”

      “I don’t know. Last summer, she woke up with new tatua. No one gave them to her. She has…dreams or nightmares that wake her up gasping for air and reaching for a weapon, but she won’t tell anyone what they are. And her sword work…Alchan, she would end practice one day and come back the next even better. She’s leagues better and faster than me now. She’s the best warrior I think the Andinna have ever seen. There’s not a person in Anden I think can beat her.”

      “And it scares you,” Alchan said, leaning forward. “Nevyn, Mave would never turn on us.”

      “I know,” Nevyn said softly. “It’s just…” He shook his head, trailing off.

      “Let me see her spar one day. If I feel it’s time for her to give up her secrets, I’ll sit her down,” he said, hoping it would give his closest general some peace of mind.

      “Thank you,” Nevyn said, seeming relieved. “It’s just strange with her right now. It makes my skin itch, and I don’t like it.”

      “I understand. You and Kian have always been close, and now she’s his daughter. Have you tried talking to him?” Alchan didn’t like that Nevyn had anxiety about his Champion. The Company needed to fit together perfectly. Alchan didn’t have time to invest in the secrets around her, but obviously, Nevyn needed him to say something.

      “He always wanted a daughter, and they’ve fallen into the roles well. I’m really happy for them, but like any adult child, Mave isn’t telling him her secrets, and like any good father, he would never tell them to me. It doesn’t help at all, really. If anything, it scares me more. If something were to happen to her, it would break him. Kian wouldn’t survive losing another child.”

      “It wouldn’t just break him,” Alchan reminded Nevyn softly. “There’s a good many Andinna who would struggle to go on without her.” Me included. “Do you think she’s in danger?”

      “No,” Nevyn said, sighing. “I just…” He shook his head. “It’s hard to put into words, Alchan.” Nevyn hit the table and stood.

      “Let me see if she’s really gotten as good as you say she has,” Alchan said, drumming his fingers on the dining table. “Thank you for talking to me, Nevyn.”

      “Not a problem. Now, I’m going to go help my husband with the work you’ve dumped on him.”

      Alchan chuckled. “I didn’t dump anything on him. He took it without even asking.”

      “Sure,” Nevyn snorted.

      “He just did it! We watched him together.”

      “Okay.” Nevyn waved over his shoulder as he walked out.

      Alchan could only laugh softly at Nevyn’s small antics. He went back to making notes about the nobles and their letters, trying to make sure he was covering all his bases once they arrived. Many of them, he could make decisions about before they arrived, whether it be a yes or a no. He didn’t trust some of the younger ones to take their family’s positions without proving themselves. Others he could confirm without questioning it. It was the grey zone between them he got bogged down in, the ones he knew he needed to talk to before he gave them power once again.

      As the afternoon came, his stomach growled. He went into the kitchen to make lunch, using leftovers from dinner the night before. He was heating up meat over the kitchen fire when his brother walked in.

      “That smells good,” Luykas said, looking into the kitchen. “Brother, have you left your house at all today?”

      “No,” Alchan grumbled. “Dealing with the nobles. I handed the priests off to Varon. He seemed very keen on taking care of them himself.”

      “Ah. Do you want my help? I—”

      “No,” Alchan said quickly. “I don’t want them to think you influenced my decisions at all. The amount of trouble you could get into, especially since everyone knows who your mother is…” He growled softly, shaking his head. “I wish you and she didn’t just put it out there like that.”

      “She was going to try to use it against me. I had to make a decision. Everyone here has handled it really well.”

      Alchan stared at his brother for a long time.

      Of course they have, because they know Mave and I would kill them if they don’t.

      “Alchan?”

      “You’re right. They’ve done well. It’s nice not to have that secret to keep any longer,” he said quickly, shuffling through the papers to keep his hands busy. “It doesn’t change the fact it makes things complicated. Until we’ve defeated Shadra, you need to stick with military duties, where the nobility can’t question me. Leave them to me. Once this is all over, it won’t matter anymore, either way.”

      “Win or lose,” Luykas agreed, nodding. “Because if we lose, we’ll all be dead. Well, what can I help with?”

      “Why are you here?” Alchan didn’t miss how his brother never explained his presence.

      “I wanted to give you the report from our spies,” Luykas said with a smile. “No Leshaun today. Just me.”

      Alchan waved him to start, and Luykas pulled out a small leather book, where he must have written down his notes from last week. Once a week, Leshaun came to tell Alchan if there were any updates, but the male was getting old. Alchan was glad to see him retire, and Luykas was a fine fit for the job.

      “Our contacts in the western half of the Empire are all reporting low Elvasi soldier presence. It’s made the trip easy for escaping slaves, especially if they run together. However, there are growing incidences of people taking shots at any Andinna they see, trying to kill them as they move.”

      “What do you mean?” Alchan frowned.

      “Shadra had a bounty quietly disseminated through the Empire. For every male head of an escaped Andinna slave, they get ten gold pieces. Fifty for females.”

      Alchan growled. “We knew it would happen.”

      “We didn’t know how the citizens of the Empire would respond. It’s mostly humans. They’re poor, desperate, and they don’t understand the scope. There’s not much we can do. They need money to buy food for their families because their crops are being hoarded by the Elvasi, who tax them to keep the noble houses and the armies fed.”

      “Of course,” Alchan agreed. “She’s backed too many people into a corner.

      “One Elvasi merchant and noble recently did a tour of the fields in the province where he lives. It’s only summer, and crops are rotting in the fields because there’re no slaves to tend the fields. Noble houses who own the land are hesitant to hire humans, and most humans don’t want to be subjected to ‘slave work.’” Luykas closed the book. “There’s nothing else important. There are probably a thousand Andinna across the Empire heading north. Hopefully, most of them make it.”

      “Hopefully.” Alchan watched his brother, trying to gauge his mood. He had to ask a hard question. “Have you spoken to Nyria?”

      “No, not recently,” Luykas admitted. “You know, she used our attack and capture of Lothen as a chance to assassinate her father.”

      “Lord Fenoth deserved to die. We’ve had this discussion. I know Mave has said the same thing.”

      “Yes, but it makes Nyria the richest person in the Empire, richer than even Shadra. She’s funneling money to our people, but she can’t drain her accounts too quickly without drawing suspicion. It’s not any of that, though. It’s been hard to talk to her since she used that death spell. Spells like that, they change people. I’m just hoping she makes it through this and stays an ally. I don’t want to see her go off the deep end.”

      “Maybe she won’t go off the deep end if you talk to her more often. Remind her there’s someone who wants to be her family.” Alchan drew from personal experience with that advice. Luykas had once done it for him. Alchan had thought he lost everything, then suddenly there was this new half-brother, eyes innocent and fresh, waiting for him. A brother to keep him from falling further into the darkness at an age far too young to be dealing with the things he had gone through.

      “You’re right,” Luykas said softly. “Thanks…Hey, do you want to have a sparring session? It’s been a while since we’ve had a bit of fun, and you need to get out of the firelight and see the sun.”

      Alchan grinned. “Let’s go.” He got up and grabbed his swords, following his brother out. A bit of fun would be nice. They had the time.
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      Mave was enjoying a glass of wine with some of her favorite females on a hot summer afternoon. The tradition had started over the winter, and Mave was glad to get back to it. Only back from the campaign for four days, she had been ambushed by Senri, Allaina, and Yenni. Dragged out of her home while her males laughed, she was taken to a quiet spot where a table had been set up next to a stream.

      “This is nice,” Mave commented, looking over their private spot. “When did you find it?”

      “After the snow melted,” Senri answered, refilling Mave’s wine glass. “I was starting to lose my temper with everyone, so Alchan ordered me to find a place where females could get away from everyone.”

      Mave chuckled. “Alchan had to step in?”

      “She threatened to castrate Gentrin and Willem,” Allaina said with a small smile over her glass. “Which might have made her happy for a moment but wouldn’t make her happy once she has this baby.”

      “It would have made me happy for at least a decade,” Senri countered. “When I had my first boy, I didn’t have sex for five years afterward. Childbirth is traumatic.”

      Mave shivered at that. Yenni elbowed her, and when Mave looked at her, she nodded in agreement. Neither of them was looking for children any time soon.

      “Well, if you need anything, you tell me. I have the entire community making sure everything goes perfectly for you.”

      “I have until next spring to really worry,” Senri reminded their mativa, running a hand over her belly. “I wish we were like humans. Nine months. Can you believe that? We get two whole years of this pregnancy thing.”

      “You wanted this. You’re the one who asked for your fertility cycle to be quickened, then you let…” Mave lifted her hands, deciding not to finish the sentence.

      “You are a heartless child,” Senri accused. “Your mother is pregnant, and you have to remind me that it was my idea.”

      Every female at the table laughed. Once it settled down, Senri leaned onto Mave’s shoulder.

      “I’ve heard you haven’t picked up a sword since you got back. Anything wrong, Mave?”

      “No, I just don’t see the need. I’ve been fighting and training all spring. Alchan wants me to take time off, and I don’t see the need to drag my swords around when I have no reason to use them. Who’s going to attack me that I can’t disarm and handle without drawing my own weapon?” Mave snorted. “Who’s stupid enough to try?”

      “Ah, so the Champion grows confident with her position,” Yenni teased. “It’s good to see. You deserve to puff your chest and be lazy.”

      “You weren’t on the campaign, so don’t call me lazy.” Mave narrowed her eyes on the large female. “I’ll take you right now.”

      “You didn’t bring your swords!” Yenni laughed, throwing her head back.

      “Don’t need them.” Mave jumped, tackling her friend out of the chair, sending at least two glasses of wine flying.

      “Hey, now!” Allaina called. “Be gentle with her!”

      Mave and Yenni rolled in the dirt, taking potshots at each other. Senri laughed, but Allaina’s calls for them to break it up were what Mave heard the most.

      Mave was able to pin Yenni and looked up.

      “We’ve done this before. You know we aren’t going to hurt each other.” Confused, Mave met with Allaina’s ruby gaze.

      “Well…” Allaina huffed.

      “She’s invested in me now,” Yenni explained with a laugh. “I’ve convinced our pretty mativa to try new things. Or I should say, her curiosity got the better of her.”

      Mave moved off of the female, frowning.

      “We’re sleeping together,” Allaina clarified as Mave just stared at her. “We started sleeping together at the spring festival. Alcohol was involved.”

      It felt like a rock was thrown at her, finally breaking through her dense skull. Mave nodded slowly as she looked between them, then shrugged.

      “Well, I never thought you would fall for a female, but okay.” Mave shrugged a second time. She could see it from Yenni because that was Yenni. She was an ahin, a female who found pleasure with other females and had little to no interest in males. Allaina, however, always struck Mave as a female who loved males to the point of no return. It was what had made their relationship so contentious when they met. Mave had Mat, and Allaina had always wanted to keep him to herself.

      “I have not fallen for her,” Allaina said, blustering.

      “Oh, she’s fallen pretty hard,” Yenni teased. “Her males have been damn okay with it too. They enjoy having me around. Another pair of hands to keep her in line when her head gets a little too big. I stay in their spare room now.” Yenni wiggled her eyebrows.

      Senri snorted. Mave tried her best to keep a straight face as Allaina’s blush began to match her eyes.

      “You’re not in my mayara,” Allaina reminded her female lover, the big warrior too flirtatious for her own good.

      “Yet,” Yenni fired back.

      “Well, I’m really happy for both of you,” Mave said politely, standing. She brushed the dirt off her pants, then held out a hand to help up Yenni. “And I’ll be more careful with you now that someone expects you to come home unbroken.”

      “Ah, damn. I guess I can’t have it both ways, can I?” Yenni laughed as Mave pulled her up. “I can’t have the jaw-dropping mativa and flirt with the Champion.”

      “No, you cannot,” Allaina said, a tense note coming through. “You should ask about Matesh one day. Mave and I have competed before, and I lost before I could even reenter the race. I’m not going to make that mistake again. So, no, please do not flirt with the Champion.”

      “Ahhh.” Yenni’s eyes went big as she looked between Mave and Allaina.

      “Let’s not,” Mave said, shaking her head. “Let’s not go there. Let’s just enjoy that we’re friends now, and you have three amazing husbands and Yenni.”

      “I do,” Allaina agreed, smiling. “I…Sorry. I shouldn’t have inferred that you would try to take Yenni.”

      “Or that I would pick the Champion over you,” Yenni said softly, walking closer to the mativa.

      “You’re right,” Allaina said softly, tilting up so Yenni could kiss her. It was a sweet, romantic thing.

      “Save me from the lovebirds,” Senri said blandly behind them.

      “Are they always like this?” Mave pointed as she walked past them.

      “Hmm.” Senri only smiled indulgently. “They don’t display their affection in front of the village because ahins are more frowned upon than bedins. This is a safe place for them, and it’s away from Allaina’s husbands, who have no problem, but do sometimes compete for time.”

      “Well, if you two ever need a place to stay, I still have a spare room,” Mave offered, looking back at the lovers as she righted her chair and sat back down.

      “It’s a breeding thing, and it’s not common that anyone has a problem,” Yenni said with a snort, fixing her own chair once Allaina let her go. “They’re not going to be mad at Allaina because she has husbands and could have children with them. They’ll be mad at me for not letting them breed me.” Yenni’s growl at the end was soul-wrenching. “In my lifetime, I’ve probably met ten Andinna who were vocal. Others just give me strange looks. It goes against Andinna instincts, and I get it. It gets frustrating to deal with, so we prefer to keep our new relationship quiet.”

      “But no one cares about Alchan and Rain,” Mave pointed out.

      “No one cares about Rain’s side of the relationship and being a bedin,” Senri corrected. “A good many people care about Alchan.”

      Mave sighed. “Because he carries the royal bloodline.” She should have known. “Has anyone given him problems yet?”

      “Leria sent a particularly pointed letter I read,” Allaina said softly. “I got pissed, then showed Alchan. She’s fine with him having a male lover but believes he needs to focus on finding a female and having a child, especially with a new war. We had a healthy and strong royal family before the last war. A queen, three female heirs, and two male heirs. We ended that war with only one remaining member, and he’s leading an army and has been risking his life for a thousand years. He’s also already nearly nineteen hundred years old. He should have a child by now.” Allaina picked up the thrown glasses and refilled them. Mave took hers as Allaina sighed.

      “Even though the situation is pressing, I don’t believe anyone has the right to meddle in Alchan’s affairs. He’s the king. If anyone truly understands his burden, it’s him. On top of that, I am his mativa, the leader of the community around him. I don’t need or want Leria deciding she can enforce her opinions on my people,” Allaina growled.

      The conversation turned, no one wanting to continue discussing Alchan’s sex life. Mave watched Yenni and Allaina closely, seeing how Yenni fell into a more male position and did things Mave’s husbands often did for her, like refilling her glass while she wasn’t watching.

      Oh, Allaina, she’s already in your mayara.

      Mave caught Senri’s eye, and her mother winked. Senri must have been thinking the same thing.

      “So, I saw you hanging out with Emerian the other day,” Allaina said, smiling.

      Why are we talking about that pretty boy?

      “The day after I got back?” Mave raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, I found him sparring with Trevan, and Dave was hanging around. I hung out with them until Rain came by, and he and I went for a hike.”

      “Trevan and Dave are…” Allaina waved a hand. “Not the point of the discussion. You were hanging out with Emerian.”

      “Has something happened I need to know about?” Mave was trying to get Allaina’s meaning, but it was clearly flying over her head.

      “He has a fan club now,” Senri told her, rolling her eyes. “His half-Elvasi bloodline isn’t detracting from his uniqueness among the Andinna. A lot of females are eyeing him like a piece of meat.”

      “Gods,” Mave groaned, rolling her eyes as well, then remembered her own errant thoughts every time she saw him or even began to think of him. “He is a good-looking male, isn’t he?”

      “He’s bulkier since you’ve left,” Allaina practically purred.

      “I noticed that. He’s been working a lot, practicing. He’s going to be an exceptional warrior.” Mave chuckled. “So, if he’s so attractive, why has no one grabbed him up?”

      The three women looked around, and it was Senri who answered.

      “From the perspective of a female who isn’t interested in him, I would hazard to guess he’s unapproachable. He spends all of his time with Trevan, a pure Elvasi, and Dave, the resident human. Trevan will keep them wary. What really holds off all the young females who have taken interest is you.”

      “Me?” Mave huffed. “I haven’t been here for a season.”

      “Well, not so much you but what you’ve done. You have them being trained by your males, and they talk to Alchan on a first name basis. In your efforts to protect them from others, you’ve put them high in the ranks.”

      “Good. I’m glad they’re being respected. And honestly, if Emerian is interested in any female, in particular, he’ll learn to approach her. She shouldn’t feed him an easy fuck.” Mave shrugged. Mave had never really considered Emerian’s sex life her business.

      Now that she considered it, she had no problem with other females steering clear of him. She had laid eyes on him when he came off the ship, and her attraction had been immediate. Since then, she lived with the attraction, as she did with dozens of males, without ever acting on it. Males were nice to look at, but that didn’t mean she wanted to keep all of them. If she was accidentally keeping him from being happy with a female more appropriate for him, then there was an issue.

      “That’s…problematic,” she mumbled to herself.

      That made all of them turn on her, eyebrows going up.

      “Please explain,” Senri said, leaning in.

      “If I don’t want him, but I’m inadvertently chasing other females away, I need to correct that,” Mave said, sipping on her wine as she pondered the problem.

      “You might need to give him a guiding hand or have someone in the Company do it,” Allaina said pointedly. “He’s a lot like you. He doesn’t really know what to do with Andinna culture, not yet. Lessons from a book are different from really living it, and he’s not really living it, not when he’s hanging out with Trevan and Dave all the time.”

      “I’ll do it,” Mave promised, taking another sip. “If I can’t, I’ll send Matesh or Luykas after him. Are you interested in him, Allaina?”

      “No, I have my hands full.” Allaina side-eyed Yenni, who growled in that satisfied way everyone knew the implication of. Allaina was going to be the handful once no one was looking.

      The conversation could go no further. Drums began in the village, sounding off to tell everyone in the valley something was happening.

      “I bet I know who that is,” Senri said softly. “Mave?”

      “I need to get to Alchan. If one of his generals is here, I need to be at his side. Politics.”

      “You use whatever excuse you want. I’ll follow, slowly. I’m probably going to walk.” Senri stood slowly, stretching her back.

      “I need to leave with Mave. Yenni, could you walk Senri back to the village?” Allaina fixed her long black hair, running her fingers through it to make it look tamed.

      “I will.” Yenni shifted to warrior in a heartbeat, from friend and lover to protector and guard.

      Mave jumped first, Allaina following.

      As they approached the village, Mave saw Alchan flying in and followed him to where he landed. He nodded to her, the only acknowledgment. Allaina landed beside her, clasping her hands and squaring her shoulders.

      “I have to make a stronger impression than the last time Seanev rode into the village with Leria and a bunch of warriors,” she whispered to Mave. “So he can report to Leria, I’m strong and don’t need any of her damn advice anymore.”

      “Females,” Alchan muttered under his breath. Mave reached out and slapped his arm with a soft growl, getting a chuckle in response. He looked back at her, revealing a smile. “I didn’t expect you to come. He’s passed over the ridge. They’re moving fast. He’ll be here any minute.”

      “Where’s Rain?”

      “He’ll be here any moment.” Alchan looked up, and Rain was hovering to talk to someone, pointing out directions and different areas of the valley. When he landed, he gave a wounded sigh.

      “We went over placement of Seanev’s warriors weeks ago, and they’re still going to fuck it up,” the mutt said, rolling his eyes.

      Nevyn and Varon arrived next, Varon looking in a particularly bad mood, not a common sight. Luykas followed them, then Matesh, who came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her. Zayden was last. Bryn wasn’t going to make it. They all knew he was still asleep from being out too late the night before and would be running more night training once the sun fell below the horizon. Mave knew Leshaun wouldn’t arrive either, since he was avoiding crowds now.

      Seanev rode in like he was meant to be a general. His head held high, he rode slowly once he made his way into the village on the main road, dust kicked up by the horses. The Andinna living in the village were quiet, waiting to see how Alchan would welcome the general. It wasn’t a secret Alchan had favorites, and Seanev wasn’t one of them.

      Seanev stopped ten feet away and dismounted, walking the rest of the way when one of his warriors took his horse’s reins.

      “My king,” he greeted, bowing in front of Alchan. “I’ve brought four hundred warriors and one hundred others. Crafters, priests, and…hopeful nobles.”

      “Welcome. It’s good to see you again.” Alchan hugged Seanev when he straightened.

      “Before we get to the big stuff, I want to introduce you to someone,” Seanev said, apparently cautious.

      “In front of everyone?” Alchan raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes.” Seanev seemed downright scared, and Mave couldn’t really begin to guess why.

      Mave looked between them, then moved closer to Alchan’s side. She didn’t have her swords, but she was willing to put her body between the two of them if she needed. She had no idea what was happening, but if Seanev was already worried, then she needed to be as well. Alchan only shrugged when she looked at him for an explanation.

      “Lilliana, will you come forward?” Seanev called behind him.

      Mave watched as warriors parted. The female revealed made Mave even more confused. The female was short and curvy, without a single toned area on her body. Her hips were wide, and her eyes were large as she looked at Seanev, then Alchan. Her face turned pink, and her eyes dropped. She bowed to the king, lower than any female was required to.

      Mave felt the need to growl, but she wasn’t sure why. Something deep and instinctual didn’t like this female, which meant Mave needed to watch herself. She wasn’t going to judge this female without knowing what caused it. Beside her, Allaina growled softly, even more surprising.

      “You fucking bastard,” Alchan growled so quietly, only Mave and Seanev would have heard.

      “She’s been hiding with the priests in our region,” Seanev explained quickly. “And Leria decided it was time for you to meet her. She agreed to come here to help the rebellion.”

      Alchan’s growl was louder this time. Mave didn’t understand, but she took a step forward. She didn’t make it to the female. Neither did Seanev, who was turning to put himself in front of her.

      Rain was suddenly by her side, his face pale, and a smile plastered on his face.

      “I’m Rainev. Why don’t you come with me, and we’ll figure out where you’re going to stay?”

      “That would be nice,” Lilliana whispered. “I’m sorry for any trouble I may have caused.”

      “You haven’t caused any trouble,” Rain said kindly, taking her hand. “Others are responsible for that.” The look Rain sent Alchan seemed as if it should send the bedru king to his knees, then Rain led the little female away, their footsteps practically echoing in the dead silence of the city.

      Allaina leaned to Mave’s ear and whispered, “She’s an ahren. Leria has gone too far this time.”
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      Rain swallowed a hard lump in his throat. Like every Andinna in the vicinity, he had recognized Lilliana for what she was the moment he’d laid eyes on her.

      Leria has sent a skies damn ahren.

      Rain only hoped Alchan didn’t kill Seanev over the obvious meddling. The general had been uncomfortable with it, so this was definitely the meddling of a mativa who thought she knew better than everyone.

      He knew he had to rescue the female from the crowd before it got out of hand, so he had stepped forward. Not just for her, but himself. He had to evaluate the threat, and Lilliana, a tiny submissive female, was a threat. Not to him or his safety but to his happiness.

      She was the one thing in the world he believed could tear him and Alchan apart—the only thing.

      “You’re the king’s Consort,” she said softly as they walked. Rain didn’t waste any time in getting her out of the village and onto the dirt trail toward the cliffside he called home. Once there, he let go of her hand, knowing there was no longer a crowd to separate them.

      “Yes,” Rain answered, looking back at her.

      “I am so sorry about this.” Her voice was sultry and scared. She probably didn’t even mean for it to be, but there was a huskiness that begged even him to get hard. If he closed his eyes, he could probably ignore that she was female and just drown in her voice.

      That scared him.

      But he had to see her, so he forced himself to do just that. Her words were shaky and fearful. She was probably terrified of retribution, and Rain couldn’t blame her, but he knew there was no reason for her to fear.

      She didn’t ask for this. It’s written all over her, her embarrassment, her fear. She didn’t want to do this.

      “I know this isn’t your fault,” Rain said softly. “We’re going to work this out and make sure no one gets hurt.” Now, he offered an arm to her. “Let me escort you properly, and we’ll get to the bottom of this. I’m going to ask some uncomfortable questions, but it’s better I ask instead of Alchan.”

      “Of course. I know what you must be thinking.” She seemed ashamed. It burned him to think Leria had placed this female in a position where she had to feel that way.

      “How did you end up coming down here? We’re the center of the rebellion. It’s not a good place for someone like you.” A submissive female who couldn’t even look him in the eye. He only knew she had pretty amethyst eyes because he’d caught a glimpse of them before she had bowed before Alchan.

      “Leria came to me and said she finally had a way for me to help the rebellion. I’m good at organizing and thought she would use those skills. I don’t…I don’t disobey orders, though, so when she said she was going to send me down here, I didn’t argue. I couldn’t argue.” She looked up for a second, something pleading in her expression.

      “You don’t have the dominance to argue with someone like Leria. I understand. I don’t either. I might hate the decisions made by some of the more dominant Andinna, but I don’t have the dominance to really fight with them over it,” he said gently, slowly walking toward his shared home with Alchan. He didn’t know where else to take her. The war room wasn’t appropriate, and people would be there. Alchan’s home and their privacy were strictly enforced. No one would find her there. The rumors were probably already starting. He could think of a few ways a female like herself could get into trouble.

      “Is he going to be angry with me?” she asked, swallowing. “I don’t…I don’t want to do what I think she wants me to do. Is he going to want that? From the news, he’s…very happy with you.”

      “So, we’re on the same page, then,” Rain said, trying to keep it light and take it as a bad joke. “Alchan and I are very happy, thank you. No one here is going to force you to do anything, Leria and Alchan won’t be angry with you. Do you mind if I call you Lily? Your name reminds me—”

      “Of the flower. Yes, it’s fine.” She nodded, her black hair falling over her face and hiding it.

      “Are you sure? I don’t want to call you something you don’t want to be called. If there’s anything I’ve learned as a submissive male, there is power in it, and sometimes, that power is just holding a boundary, a line you don’t want crossed. If someone cares about you, they won’t cross it, even if they want to. If they do, you know they don’t respect or care about you.”

      “I like it,” she said, looking up with a small smile, her amethyst eyes glittering with a moment of happiness. “Lily is nice.”

      “Wonderful.” Rain wanted to build a rapport with this female. His immediate instinct was that she was a threat faded as his mind caught up to his heart. He almost felt sorry for her, but not in a pitiful way. He related. Being a submissive Andinna meant having to trust the more dominant ones. She had trusted Leria to do what was in the best interest of the probably only living ahren in the world. Leria had proven herself unworthy of that trust in Rain’s mind. Leria had offered her up on a platter.

      That was what made him feel bad.

      It also pissed him off.

      Rain didn’t question her more. Her body language told him everything he needed to know and probably more than she would have liked. The way she clung to his arm. The way she looked down at her feet as they walked. The way she shook when she heard noise back in the village.

      “I’m sorry this happened,” he whispered, finally knowing something needed to be said as his home came into view.

      “Me too,” she replied, not looking up this time. “Seanev didn’t even tell me he was going to introduce me to…His Majesty. I was hoping I could just find work when I got here and ignore the situation completely. I should have known Seanev would do what Leria asked him to do, and she thinks ahead. She would have known I would try to hide from it.”

      “She’s a mativa. She’s supposed to be smart,” Rain said, trying to hide the acid he wanted to spit in that fucking bitch’s face. “This is my home…with Alchan. You can call him Alchan, by the way, and I’m Rain.”

      “I know your name,” she said softly. “It was in the proclamation.”

      “Of course, it was,” Rain mumbled, groaning. “You know, I fell for this idiot male, and I knew it was going to be a lot to become his Consort, but I didn’t really grasp the entirety of it.”

      She laughed softly. “Then you didn’t think things through very well.”

      “I know,” he said, giving an exaggerated sigh. “Come inside. I’ll sit you down with a cool drink, and you can have a moment of quiet before Alchan descends on us in a tornado of fury.”

      “He is going to be mad?” Her eyes went big and the fear…Rain could have choked on the fear.

      “Not at you. He might show you he is angry, but Alchan doesn’t take his fury out on those weaker than him.” Not often, anyway. I’ll stop him from doing anything stupid. He’s going to be so fucking pissed.

      She didn’t seem to believe Rain, but he was able to get her settled with a drink at the dining table. He threw a log onto the fire to keep the home comfortable, then went back outside, waiting for his lover.

      It was a long wait, but when Alchan arrived, his amber eyes blazed with fury.

      “I would have caught up sooner, but I had to deal with Mave and Seanev getting pissy with each other. I’ll probably need to deal with them again before the day is out,” he snapped, heading for the door. Rain stepped in the way, keeping his lover outside. He watched Alchan work through what he had done, looking over him at the door. “She’s in there, isn’t she?”

      “She’s enjoying a quiet moment after a stressful event,” Rain explained. “And we’re going to talk before you really meet her.”

      “You’ve spoken to her already,” Alchan said, a statement of truth. “What did she have to say?”

      “Leria sent her here, but she doesn’t want to be here. She doesn’t like what Leria has done, but she has absolutely no backbone to really do anything about it. She was hoping to hide in the village and work, but then Seanev outed her in the middle of the village with the entire community watching.”

      “Fuck,” Alchan snapped, turning away. “I can’t believe Leria did this. No warning, not even a hint. Just send the bedru king an ahren and let the pieces fall as they may. Stupid and dangerous.”

      “I agree. I think we should put her under Mave’s or Allaina’s protection. I would say Senri, but she’s—”

      “She can’t go to any of them,” Alchan said softly, his shoulders slumping. “It would be unfair to whoever we pick and to her.”

      “Why? Mave would die for someone—”

      “Did you hear Mave’s reaction when she saw Lilliana? That first moment when she bowed to me, did you hear it?” Alchan turned back on him, pain in his eyes. “It’s the same reaction a female normally gives me, realizing how dominant I am.”

      Rain tried to think back and remembered hearing a few growls as Lily had bowed before Alchan, her face flushed. He hadn’t been paying attention to who did it because he had been in shock about who was standing in front of him. He’d been too consumed by the fact an ahren was in Anden and was suddenly in front of them.

      “Why did she growl?” Rain asked softly, obviously missing something important.

      “Andinna have a lot of instincts. A dominant female sees a bedru and sees something out of place, a threat that needs to be crushed, an aberration that doesn’t belong, a male who is beyond the place allowed to him. In the same vein, females like Mave, Allaina, Senri, and Leria, the dominant ones with very little challenging them, will see an ahren and think…she’s a weakness that needs to be purged from our people. Only the worst of females act on that impulse. Murder is murder. I never met an ahren before, but my grandmother made sure I was educated on them. She met one long before I was born and had to fight the urge to crush the poor female. Normally, ahren are kept…out of society. The same way bedrus try to stay out of it.” Alchan leaned on the stone cliffside next to the door, sighing. “So, I can’t send her to Mave or Allaina or back to Leria.”

      “I didn’t say send her back to Leria. That bitch needs to be taught a lesson,” Rain muttered, shaking his head. “I think she needs to stay with us if she can’t go anywhere else. At least we’ll respect her and what she wants more than Leria obviously did.” He hated it. He hated how Leria had abused Lilliana’s submissiveness to do this. It reeked of disrespect and now that he knew more, contempt.

      “Agreed.”

      Rain’s eyebrows went up. He hadn’t expected Alchan to agree with him.

      “Leria used this poor female to play a game with me, and she will pay for that in due time,” Alchan explained, giving a dangerous smile. “She’s backed us into a corner, Rain. She’s not allowed to do that to her king, and she would have never tried if I were her queen. Lilliana will have to stay with us because we’re probably the best suited to keeping her safe and happy.”

      “You hate this, don’t you?” Rain asked, seeing the frustration in his lover’s face. “Alchan…”

      “Leria sent me a female who will never tell me no,” Alchan said, his voice straining. “Think about that, Rain. She set me up to…”

      “Oh, my love,” Rain said, reaching out to touch Alchan’s face, holding it in both his hands. He didn’t want to lose the precious eye contact they had in that moment. “You would never do something like that.”

      “Rain…What I want and what I will do are sometimes two very different things,” Alchan said, his eyes haunted by troubles, Rain knew he struggled with every day—the need to possess, to dominate, to control. The tight leash his lover held only loosened when Rain was in his bed at night, and it had begun slipping more and more each day. Alchan was probably scared he would snap that leash and lose himself.

      “You are thinking of all the bad things about yourself, Alchan. You’re also loving, protective, and—”

      “Because you’re mine,” Alchan growled, that possessive bedru nature flashing in his eyes. “Don’t think I’m like that with everyone.”

      “What if…” Rain bit his lip, leaning in as a radical thought entered his mind. It was crazy and stupid, but it was an idea. It was playing with a fire he wasn’t sure he wanted to play with, but it had to be said. “We give her a chance.”

      “Excuse me?” Alchan looked at him as though he was insane.

      “You heard me. Let’s just live with her and see how things play out. Don’t close your mind to the possibility that—”

      Alchan pulled away snarling. “Don’t finish that.”

      “You were angry at Seanev for bringing her, and you’re rightfully angry at Leria for sending her, but how did you feel the moment you saw her? Alchan, I’m not stupid.” Rain wanted his lover to listen—needed it. This was going to come for them eventually, and Rain had always known Alchan could never be only his. No male could ever expect that. “You love submissive lovers, and she’s pretty. Leria is a bitch, but she’s a smart one. She wouldn’t have sent Lilliana if she was going to be in danger or was a terrible fit.”

      “Leria sent her like a sacrificial lamb!” Alchan roared. “Without any thought to what she might want!” He pointed at his door. “I could have bred centuries ago, Rain. I could have had children before you were even born. You know why I didn’t. I am not going to use my title to force a female to spread her legs and give me that. I refuse! I won’t do that to her! She’s an ahren who needs someone to protect her interests, not abuse her nature!”

      Rain backed up a step, his mind screaming for him to be submissive and unobtrusive.

      The movement made Alchan bow his head in shame.

      I shouldn’t have said anything. He’s right. Lilliana is obviously against this.

      “Okay,” Rain said softly. “Okay, forget I said anything.”

      “I want to have children with someone who loves me,” Alchan whispered.

      “Sadly, I’m not built that way, or I would. I would love to have children with you, Alchan.” Rain leaned in to kiss his king’s shoulder, finding his courage again. They had never talked about it before, but the words came easy. Rain had never considered having children because of his own nature, but if he ever had a chance with Alchan, he would take it. Alchan turned back to him and pulled him into an embrace.

      “Would you like to go meet her, or do you need time to calm down?”

      “I’ll meet her,” Alchan said in defeat. “Thank you for keeping me out here. I needed a moment to put the anger aside.”

      Rain nodded, kissing his king’s cheek, then reached back to open the door. Alchan walked in first, and he followed, locking them in with the ahren.

      Lilliana was sitting quietly where Rain had left her, her eyes going wide as he and Alchan entered her view.

      “I hope you can forgive the numerous failings of your leaders that led to this point,” Alchan said softly, sitting across the table from her. Lilliana’s head dropped, her hair blocking her face. “Maybe if we could have met under different circumstances, there wouldn’t be so much…wrong with this.”

      “You can talk to him,” Rain said, finding a seat at the end of the table. It gave him a good position to throw himself between them, a standard safety precaution on most days, although he didn’t really think anything would happen to them. “He’s really not all that scary.”

      “I know this puts everyone here in an uncomfortable position. If you want to send me back, I’ll go,” Lilliana rambled, talking quickly, looking between them, her anxiety rising with each word. “I’ll live where you want me to live and do what you want me to do—”

      “I’m not sending you back to Leria. I’m not going to put you in the position of answering to any dominant female. It’s not good for either of you, and you know why. I highly doubt a visit from Leria was ever a pleasant experience.” Alchan put his hands on the table. “What do you want?” he asked gently.

      “I…I wanted to leave the temple I’ve lived in for nine hundred years. I only ever got to leave when someone needed a hand, and that was monitored.” She explained her life in a timid way, telling Rain she felt like she didn’t have the right to complain. “When Leria told everyone about you, I asked how I could help the rebellion, and she said I couldn’t. Until now. She sent me here and…”

      “You don’t want to be here,” Alchan finished, his voice echoing Rain’s own sadness for her.

      “That’s not it!” she said quickly. “I want to help the rebellion, but I don’t want…” She swallowed, looking up for a moment, pleading and desperation in her eyes. “I grew up in a temple of Amonora. Those…things never…”

      “I understand,” Alchan said before she could continue. “I will allow you free movement around this valley. You can go to the market, you can see the warriors trained, I don’t care. You can even be trained if that’s your wish. I would recommend you have my Consort, Rainev, with you.” He gestured to Rain, and Rain didn’t contradict him.

      I can be her escort. That’s fine. She needs to have her own life, and she’s never had one. Maybe I can teach her how to do that, so she won’t always need someone to take care of her.

      “I would also like you to live here,” Alchan continued. The way her face paled made Rain sick, and he knew Alchan would hate it. “Not to be my lover against your will, female.” That growled sentence made Lilliana hunch. “I want you to live here so we can protect you from the stronger personalities in the valley. Over half of those living in this valley are warriors. We have a handful of very dominant females. I don’t believe you’re in danger, but it would be easier on me if you agreed to live here, where I can keep an eye on everyone. Leria didn’t look out for you. Seanev, that fucking prick, didn’t look out for you. They’ve handed you off to me, and I would never take you to bed without your express permission to do so, so banish that thought. Instead, I will do something they should have—give you what you want. So, tell me, Lady Lilliana, what do you want?”

      Rain smiled to himself, proud of his lover and king.

      “I’m not a noble,” she whispered, making herself smaller with every word.

      “I’m King Alchan Andini of the Andinna, ruler of Anden, and a son of Lariana, the White Dragon. It’s my duty, my honor, and my privilege to give nobility to whoever I damn well please. You have found yourself at the bottom for too long. While you’ll never be dominant in the same way I will never be submissive, I will give you what power I can. So, you are now Lady Lilliana, a noble of the Andinna. Now, please tell me what you want.”

      “You’re the first noble Alchan has formally declared since he took the throne,” Rain pointed out, smiling. “Isn’t that special?”

      Her amethyst eyes were big, looking between Rain and Alchan, but Rain saw the moment something shifted. Alchan didn’t do anything, but something changed, and the little female was trapped in his dominant amber gaze.

      “I’ve never thought about what I wanted,” she whispered. “Other than to leave the temple. I wanted more freedom.”

      “Then you’ll have more freedom, but be careful. Freedom is a big world, and it can be overwhelming. I’ve seen hundreds…thousands of Andinna escape slavery. They all look at the world with the same eyes, full of wanting and fear.” Alchan stood up and sighed. “Rain, you’re going to lose your private bedroom.”

      “I never use it,” Rain reminded him with a smile. “Let me move my things out. Lilliana, did you bring anything?”

      “I left it with my horse,” she said softly, looking between them, her eyes frantic. “Please, don’t let me disrupt your life. If anything, let me help. Please. I’ll clean. I’ll cook. I’ll do anything. I’m sorry for this.”

      “You haven’t done anything,” Alchan growled. “I’ll get your things. Rain, clear out the room for her?”

      “Certainly.”

      Rain jumped up as Alchan left the room, then the house. They were going to have to make this work. Lilliana needed a place where she could learn to spread her wings and would be protected. Rain was okay with giving her that.

      His fear of her tearing Alchan away from him was barely a consideration now as he cleaned up the room he never used.

      “When you are in here, Alchan won’t bother you,” he explained to Lilliana as she helped him. “And you don’t need to do any of that. You don’t need to take care of our house or anything.”

      “I want to,” she said softly. “For both of you being so…kind. I had a different impression of His Majesty.”

      “Alchan is a bedru, and most people think that only makes him mean, vicious, too dominant for his own good, and dangerous because of it. It’s not all that a bedru is,” Rain said softly. “When I started training with him, before we started sleeping together, I was in a really vulnerable place. I had been through something I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. He took me under his wing when he didn’t have to. He reminded me how to be strong when all I wanted was lessons in sword work and combat. He’s protective and possessive. He’s arrogant and powerful, but he’s more than a shallow puddle of stereotypes others judge him by. He’s more than the king, more than just a leader. Give it time, and his behavior today won’t surprise you. It’ll be what you expect from him.”

      Rain picked up the only trunk he kept in the room, now full of the clothing he had left all over the floor, and walked out.

      She’ll see. If anyone can help her find her place in the world, it’s him.
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      Mave sat with her husbands, the rest of the Company, many of the different leaders from around the valley, and in one tiny section of the war room, Seanev and his closest warriors. Kenav was missing from this drama, something Mave was glad for. They were still waiting on the western army to come back from the spring campaign Kenav was leading.

      The first thing Allaina had done was explain to her the full scope of what Lilliana was. Mave had felt terrible for her reaction, absolutely awful. Allaina had echoed that but didn’t give any sympathy. It was just what they were. When Andinna, like bedrus and ahren, existed, they were against the natural order of their people, which left dominant females in charge. It only made sense a dominant female wouldn’t want anything different.

      “You are a real asshole,” Luykas said, breaking the silence. “Really, Seanev. He’s just found a consort, who is also a cherished member of our community, and you bring an ahren and dump her on his head without a single warning.”

      “Take it up with my wife,” Seanev said stiffly. “I wanted to slowly introduce them. Tell Alchan she existed first. The right way to…try to do what Leria wanted. She was the one who packed Lilliana up and put her on the road with me.”

      “And what did Leria want to do?” Mave asked, making more than a couple of people in the room pale. “Someone, please explain.” She had a feeling, but she wanted Seanev or anyone to fucking own up to it.

      “Arrange a marriage of convenience,” Seanev explained. “Alchan needs to produce heirs. If we win the rebellion, there needs to be someone who can take over after him. He’s not allowed to grow old and die without having children. Leria and I have known about Lilliana since she was born. She’s even a good age, only nine hundred years old. She’s young enough to be healthy and old enough to carry—”

      “Don’t talk about her like she’s a broodmare. No female should ever bear a male’s child without agreeing to it,” Allaina growled from her place. Mave looked over to see Yenni reach out and grab her, holding the mativa in place. The last thing this situation needed was a female attacking a male, especially a mativa attacking another mativa’s husband. The infighting that would set off would destroy the rebellion from within.

      Mave stood and looked around the room, trying to guess the mood. There was a lot of anger—anger she could fall into if she wasn’t careful—but in the absence of Alchan, she and Luykas were his representatives. She would stop Allaina with Yenni if she had to, but Senri’s growl behind her made her realize there were a lot of dangerous females in the room. Even pregnant, Senri knew how to swing a battle axe.

      And she had her battle axe.

      “I agree with you,” Seanev said, bowing his head to Allaina. “That was why I thought this needed to be done slowly. To give them a chance to meet each other, to understand the need, and come to their own agreement. That’s how it’s been done before when the times called for it.”

      “She wouldn’t have said no,” Senri snapped. “Just because she would say okay doesn’t mean she wants it. That’s the problem with ahren. They have no backbone, and you put one in the path of the most dominant Andinna alive, a bedru at that!” Senri snarled and stormed out of the room.

      “Allaina, Yenni, will you go with her?” Mave asked, hoping to make herself the only female in the room. She agreed with them, but their tempers were somehow hotter than hers.

      But only because her rage was cold.

      Allaina opened her mouth, then closed it, narrowing her eyes at Mave. After a moment, Allaina smiled, revealing fangs, and turned her cutting glare to Seanev.

      “I’d say good luck, but honestly, I hope she fucking castrates you.” Allaina turned on her heel and walked out of the room as Seanev’s guards tried to step forward and surround him.

      “Don’t,” he ordered his guards before looking at Mave.

      “I don’t know why you play her games when you disagree with them,” Mave said softly, stepping closer to her brother, going around the table. “But if my king is hurt by this, you’ll both pay for it. Is that clear?” She stopped in front of him.

      “I’m going to assume you being his Champion is worth more than my being your brother.” Seanev was angry now. Whatever hurt he had when they had finally met was gone. Now he was pissed, and Mave knew the cause. She still picked others and everything over him.

      “No. Him being my brother is worth more to me than you being my brother,” she corrected, smiling. “Because unlike you,”—Mave reached out and adjusted her brother’s chest piece, noticing it was a little off-center from the trip—“he put me first. He puts everyone first. You only see Leria. You only see what she wants and what she believes is best.” Mave held the chest piece now, pulling him closer. “Even when you disagree with her, you would rather make your king, your sister, and everyone here fighting for the Andinna, miserable than piss off your wife. That’s why Alchan means more to me. He’s a better brother.” She shoved him back, letting him stumble into his guards. “As for Lilliana? We’ll hold him to the same standards we hold him to with Rain. If he tries to do anything to her that she isn’t okay with, we’ll kill him. Because I know Alchan well enough to know he would do it himself once he crossed that line.”

      “My Champion knows me too well sometimes.” Alchan’s voice swept over the room once she was done. “Seanev, you’ll tell Leria if she ever tries to meddle in the life of her king again, I’ll strip her of her title as mativa, exile her from Anden, and leave her territory to be chopped up among the lower mativas. You’ll be more than welcome to go with her. As it stands, tell her when this is all settled, Allaina will be the capital’s mativa, and Leria will not be allowed to grow her territory any further until my fury has subsided.”

      “Yes, Sir,” Seanev whispered. “How is Lilliana?”

      “It’s now Lady Lilliana. Something in this world needs to give her the power your mativa obviously tried to strip from her. Go get your warriors settled in. We’ll talk more tomorrow,” Alchan dismissed him.

      Mave didn’t move, waiting for Alchan to step up beside her. A hand wrapped around and touched her shoulder and pulled her to his side as they both stared at the door Seanev used to leave.

      “Thank you, sister. You know I’ll hold you to that promise.” His voice was soft and low.

      “I do. How is she? I’m sorry for my reaction to her. Please let her know I would never hurt her.” Mave felt it needed to be said, and when she angled to look at Alchan, there was amusement in his eyes.

      “I know you wouldn’t, and she understands how dominant females react to her. Can I have everyone but the Company clear out?”

      The rest of the high-ranking Andinna left, Andinna she barely knew, leaving her only with her favorite faces.

      “What are we going to do with her? We can’t send her back to Leria,” Nevyn was the boldest, asking what they all wanted to know.

      “Rain is currently getting her settled in our spare room. As much as I respect and appreciate the leadership of the females here, she’ll be staying with me to keep tensions from rising as everyone tries to fight their own instincts. I’ll find her something to do that has nothing to do with my bedroom. I’m sure Leria will be very excited to hear her ahren will help the rebellion.” The sarcasm dripping off Alchan’s tongue made everyone in the room either chuckle or growl. “I have no intention of trying to woo her, so don’t ask. She’ll be allowed into the village with free rein, something she’s never been allowed before, though I asked her to keep Rain with her. He’s with her right now, getting his old room cleaned up. If anyone can help me, we need to find her things, so she’s comfortable.”

      Nevyn and Varon stepped forward. Kian was next. Mave smiled at her father, and he smiled in return. He was too good a male to leave a female with little help.

      “Tomorrow, we’ll begin the preparations to send Seanev and five hundred warriors out to the summer campaign. We’re still waiting to hear from Kenav as of this morning.”

      “Are we dividing east and west for the summer campaign or sending Seanev to do all of it?” Luykas crossed his arms, frowning.

      “Seanev will be handling all of it. He’s an experienced general and has handled large campaigns before,” Alchan answered. “I would love it if Kenav got back before I send Seanev out, but that might be a fool’s hope. Keep them in your prayers.”

      “Brother, with Leria, maybe we can work something out a little less harsh.” Luykas sounded concerned, but Mave knew Alchan in this mood.

      “My decision is final,” Alchan growled softly at Luykas. “She’ll live with it, or she’ll die testing my patience. I can’t tolerate meddling. If I allow it now, I’ll spend the rest of my damn life trying to stop it. She’s crossed a line, Luykas, and everyone here knows it. The entire damn village knows it. I found a Consort she didn’t approve of. I don’t think we all need a lesson in why Rainev and I can’t reproduce. She wants me to pop out a daughter to be queen because she hates me.”

      “You know that’s not the only reason,” Luykas said in a hushed, urgent whisper. “Don’t start those sorts of rumors, they’ll make you look bad. You know why it’s important to have a daughter or any fucking heir, Alchan. I’m not saying Leria did the right thing. She’s a bitch, but if you overreact, people will worry about the future of our people. The rebellion is strong. We’re getting stronger every day. Everyone is starting to wonder what comes next. That includes who succeeds you.”

      Mave kept out of it. Her knowledge of how to make the appropriate political decision was weak at best.

      “It’s not an overreaction,” Alchan growled. “Yet. I already wanted Allaina to continue being the mativa closest to me when this was all said and done. I know how to work with her. As for anything else, once I cool down, she can go back to being a power-hungry bitch.” Alchan ran a hand through his hair, showing a moment of vulnerability as he looked at his brother. “And I know about the heir problem. I know. Let’s go get this done. Help me with her things. I want you to meet her.”

      Alchan walked to the door, touching Mave’s shoulder as he passed. Luykas followed him, kissing her cheek. Nevyn, Varon, and Kian went in silence.

      “This was a shit show,” Mat said, coming up to her side. “Sad Bryn missed it.”

      Mave snorted. “Wow.”

      “You know he would have backed you up, just as well as any of us. He’s small, but he’s scary.”

      “He is,” she agreed, nodding slowly. “So, what do we have planned for the rest of the day?”

      “Well, if you get your swords, maybe we can go train with Emerian and Trevan. Dave is probably with them, too.”

      “Zayden, do you want to come?” she asked around her big husband.

      “No, I need to get to Senri’s guards.” He stepped up and kissed her goodbye.

      Once he was gone, Mave smiled at Mat. “Just you and me, huh?”

      “Would you be upset if I told you that sometimes I really like it this way?” He gave her an arrogant smirk she knew so well. “I like to think when I have you to myself, I can keep you busy and satisfied enough, we might not need the others.”

      “You love them,” she accused.

      “I do but as brothers. I love you,” he reminded her, his tail hooking with hers. “I love you more than any of them.”

      She couldn’t respond to that the right way, so she continued to smile and said something she knew would get to him. “I know.”

      Mat laughed and groaned at the same time as they headed for the small clearing where Emerian and Trevan practiced. She didn’t love any of her husbands more than the others but had learned she loved them differently. Unique pieces of her family needed unique pieces of her heart. They were different males, and that led to different care. Mat wanted to be her consistent husband, always by her side. Bryn wanted to be a quiet presence who basked in the light of the family when he had been through so much darkness. Luykas was a partner on and off the battlefield, even when their relationship was the battlefield. And Zayden was a family man. He wanted to take care of everyone and got upset when he couldn’t.

      So, she could never tell one of them she loved him more than the others, only differently.

      When Mave and Mat entered the clearing, she saw her odd friends lying in the grass, laughing about something, a few wineskins around them, a couple of them empty.

      “Well, we’re dealing with potentially ruining problems for the rebellion, and you three are drunk on wine,” she teased as she walked closer. “I’m going to assume training is off the schedule today.”

      “We trained all morning,” Emerian said with a grin. “We decided to have a good afternoon.”

      “Of course,” she said softly, looking at his pretty, angular face. Luykas had been heavily influenced by his Andinna side, but Emerian was so very Elvasi. His dark skin hailed from one subset of the Elvasi people. His angular face, with high cheekbones and the pointed ears…if someone removed the Andinna parts of him, he would almost blend in with the race they were at war with.

      But his black eyes, holding blood-red irises, gave him away. Even if the horns, tail, and wings were stripped away, those black eyes made sure the world knew he was Andinna, even if he was only half Andinna.

      He’s damn pretty. I don’t blame all the females for wanting him.

      “What happened?” Dave asked, looking up from his notebook. Mat sat down next to him and sighed, giving her a look that begged for her to explain.

      “It’s complicated and not really my business,” she said pragmatically. She had just gotten out of the war room. She didn’t particularly want to rehash the drama. She wanted to tell Emerian what she needed to tell him and move on with her day.

      “Emerian, a few friends of mine have mentioned some of the females are really interested in you. You know you’re allowed to interact with the other Andinna now, right?”

      “Yeah. Luykas told me to keep my weapon on me like everyone else, but other than that, I’m free to do whatever.” Emerian shrugged. “Why?”

      “Well, I’m…” Mave huffed, looking at her husband, who only chuckled at her expense and offered no help.

      When she turned back on the pretty mutt, he was looking at her with his head tilted, confusion and innocence on his face. That was why she didn’t act on her attraction. Emerian had gone through so much in his life, but there was something beautifully innocent about him. She felt like she was too dark and could harm that innocence.

      “You’re allowed to sleep with the females if they invite you to,” she finally said, rushing it out. “No one is against having a good time in this village.”

      “I didn’t even know there were females looking,” he said, turning to look at the sky. “Don’t really pay attention to everyone else. I just do my thing and let them do theirs.”

      “Just go up to them when you see them watching you and introduce yourself. If there’s one you’re particularly interested in, let her know. She’ll tell you if it’s a possibility, and you can go from there.” Mave reached out for a wineskin that wasn’t empty and took a sip. They had the good stuff reserved for the upper ranks of the rebellion. It made sense. “We don’t want you accidentally losing a chance for something because you don’t know the way of things. You should have a full Andinna life.”

      “That’s it? Just…tell her?” Emerian narrowed his eyes, but he didn’t look at her. His eyes were still on the sky, where large, white fluffy clouds passed by.

      “Yup.” Mave put the wineskin back down, smiling as Trevan grabbed it and took a long swallow. With that out of the way, she could talk to her Elvasi. “How are you?” she asked her friend with a smile.

      “Good. Good.” He smiled in return. “Really like having an afternoon off. Sorry for not getting Dave to the village. Can’t fly like this. We got drunk before they even showed up.”

      “No worries,” she said, deciding to sit next to him.

      They spent the rest of the afternoon finishing off the wine, Mave taking solace in the people she liked and staying far away from her blood brother.
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      Emerian blocked Trevan’s swing, grinning. He shoved the Elvasi back and was fast enough to get his scythe to the man’s neck before Trevan could bring his sword up. He was able to stop the swing before accidentally beheading his friend, something Luykas had trained into him hard when they trained with less lethal versions of their weapons. No contact in training at all. Training injuries were too common in the village, and it was slowing warriors down. Plus, there probably wouldn’t be a healer in the village willing to treat Trevan, but that didn’t bother Emerian for the moment.

      He’d finally beaten Trevan in a sparring match.

      “Yes!” he said victoriously as Trevan lifted his free hand in defeat. “I won!”

      “You did,” Trevan agreed as Emerian lowered his weapon. “You’re good enough now, I bet human soldiers wouldn’t stand a chance, and you could take most of the lower-ranking Elvasi. Good work.”

      “It’s all thanks to you,” Emerian said, his smile refusing to fade. “I mean, you’ve put the time in with me every day since we met. I didn’t get very good in the pits, but I think it helped, too.”

      “It’s not all thanks to me. You were already strong from your time in the fields. You honed that strength in the pits, training with me every day. Now, you have a weapon that feels comfortable, and you’re beginning to excel with it. Plus, the lessons from Matesh and Luykas have been amazing. I’m a better swordsman now than I ever could have dreamed. So, don’t give me all the credit.” Trevan patted his shoulder as they walked off the field. “How does it feel? This is the first time you’ve beaten me.”

      “It feels good,” Emerian admitted, smiling. “I wonder if they’ll let me go on any of these campaigns coming up. I think I’m ready.”

      “Don’t get hasty,” Trevan chuckled, shaking his head. “There’s no reason to rush into battle until you know what battle you want to fight.”

      “I…” Emerian took a deep breath, still a little pumped from the victory against Trevan. “I feel an urge.” It was growing. Every time he sparred, the more he learned, the more Andinna he was around, the more the urge grew. “I want to fight.”

      “You’re Andinna. You are warriors in your souls,” Trevan said, picking up a skin of water. He took a swallow, then held it out for Emerian. “And there’s nothing wrong with that if you don’t fall to its weaknesses. In the same way, the Elvasi can be vain, Andinna can be headstrong and cocky. I can’t tell you how many times I saw gladiators bite off more than they could chew because they were in the mood to fight. Even if the fight was a loss, they wanted it. You have to be careful and learn to pick the battles you want.”

      “Sometimes, it’s like you know more about Andinna than I do,” Emerian said, sighing as he turned back to the field.

      “I spent several hundred years watching them, learning about them in the pits. It probably wasn’t the best place to really know who they are, but it taught me things. You spent your entire life avoiding this half of your nature, even when you were forced to quarter with them. You didn’t want to see or to learn. I’ll remind you that when we met, you believed Andinna were mindless, aggressive killing machines. So, you saw it. You just couldn’t relate to it yet.”

      “Yeah…” Emerian said softly. “I’m learning more now.” He had a lot of people to thank. He saw what a good Andinna male was in the warriors around him, Matesh, Luykas, and the rest of Mave’s family. The king, who always stopped to ask him if he was having a good day, had a soft spot for mutts. His brother and consort were mutts. Emerian had no intention of becoming a consort of the king, but it was nice their ruler took the time to check on him. He also monitored Emerian’s education, sometimes asking questions.

      He also had her to thank—Mave.

      Emerian tried to beat down the growing tidal wave of lust, but it was hard. When she had talked to him about females, he’d nearly gotten an erection at her grey-blue eyes. Some called those eyes cold steel, and some days, he wanted to agree, but most days, they were just her eyes, and they stood out.

      Emerian didn’t think she was classically beautiful, not like Elvasi wanted women to look like. She was too hard, all power. There wasn’t a piece of her that wasn’t made for war. But then she turned those eyes on him, with all that dominant energy, and he wanted to fall to his knees and beg for her attention, just a kind word, a simple touch.

      “If there’s one you’re particularly interested in, let her know.”

      That had been Mave’s unasked for advice. He hadn’t known why she brought it up. He’d seen the females staring but never had the impression it was a good thing. Her advice was laughable.

      I don’t see just walking up to The Champion and telling her how I feel is going to really help much. In fact, I might as well shove my tail in my mouth now and choke on it before even attempting because that’s how it would end up.

      But he wanted, wanted with an urge that felt dangerous. Just like trying to join a campaign and heading off to battle, he wanted the supremely dominant Mave Lorren.

      Both seemed equally dangerous at this point.

      “You okay?” Trevan asked after a long silence.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. You know how Mave was bringing up females earlier? I was thinking about that. I’m not looking for anyone, but what about you? You have a girl somewhere no one knows about?” Emerian tried to grin but wondered if it fell flat at Trevan’s sad expression.

      “No, there were never any women for me back home. No one I left behind. Nothing like that.”

      “What about here? Do you like Andinna females, or are you going to stay single forever?”

      “Let’s not talk about it,” Trevan said, picking up the skin and walking away, heading for the trail to their home.

      “Wow.” Emerian started after his friend, throwing an arm around his shoulder when he reached Trevan. “Trevan, come on! We talk about everything. What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing is wrong. I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Which means you’re hiding something,” Emerian pointed out, making Trevan stop. He turned them, making sure the Elvasi could look him in the eye. “What’s up?”

      Trevan’s pale gold eyes caught the sun before he closed them and sighed.

      “Even if I did have feelings for an Andinna, what makes you think I have any chance with them? I’m Elvasi. The Empress I served for my entire life is the same one who enslaved so many of you and is trying to wipe Andinna off the face of the earth, never to grace the skies again.”

      “You only served her to help us.” Everyone knew the story. Trevan had seen Mave fighting in the Colosseum and decided to dedicate his life to the secret movement that hoped for Andinna freedom. Emerian felt it click, and his jaw dropped. “Oh.”

      Shit. I have competition, and he’s my friend. What is it about her? How does she drag us all in and refuse to let us go?

      “Oh?” Trevan crossed his arms.

      “You like her,” Emerian said, a grin forming. “And not just in a creepy, stare at her for centuries way. You like her!”

      Trevan grabbed him, smacking a hand over his mouth to silence him.

      “If you mean the Champion, I would prefer if you never brought this up again. Ever. Look at me, Emerian, I’m not kidding. You won’t mention it to her, her husbands, or Dave. No one.”

      Emerian saw the tightness in Trevan’s face, the anger blazing in his pale gold eyes, and felt the strength of his hold on Emerian’s jaw to keep his mouth closed. Emerian tried to nod, and that thankfully appeased the Elvasi, who released him and stomped down the trail. The dramatic exit of the Elvasi soldier didn’t last long. He turned back and sighed.

      “Do you want anything specific for lunch?” he asked softly.

      “No, I’m fine, thanks. I…I think I’m going to go see Luykas. I’ll pick something up at one of the dining halls.”

      Trevan nodded and disappeared down the path, the trees obscuring Emerian’s view.

      How long has he been in love with her? From what I know, she didn’t even know he existed until he helped free her.

      Emerian jumped into the air, trying not to think about it anymore. His only friend wanted the same female. It honestly made sense. Trevan had thrown away his entire life and future in the Empire for her. Emerian had always found it stupid, but now, it made more sense, but it was also insane.

      He went to the war room hoping to find Luykas and instead ran into Alchan.

      “Ah, hello, sire,” he greeted. The king looked up from the maps, dark circles under his eyes, his black hair disheveled. The king was exhausted.

      “Good…” Alchan frowned, trying to look out a window. “Afternoon? What can I do for you, Emerian?”

      “It’s lunchtime, sire.” Emerian’s plans to find Luykas went on hold as he realized the king might need help. “Are you waiting for Rainev? Do you need me to fetch something for you?”

      “No, no,” Alchan said softly, rubbing his eyes. “He knows where I am. He just wandered off. He’s probably getting food for me as we speak, but thank you for the offer. So, what do you need?”

      “I was looking for Luykas, actually, sire.” Emerian moved to stand at attention for his king, who made a small smile.

      “You don’t need to be so formal, Emerian. I make people I dislike do that. I don’t dislike you.” Alchan chuckled, eyeing him as though doing an inspection. “But you’re looking like a proper warrior when you do that. You’ve come a long way.”

      “Thank you, sire,” Emerian said, the praise touching his soul.

      “As for Luykas…” Alchan looked around the room. “He was just here. He might have disappeared with Rain. Stay, and we’ll ask my consort when he gets back. Sit down and have a glass of wine.”

      The war room had stacked simple chairs on one end. He grabbed two, one for Alchan and one for himself. Before he sat down, he grabbed a couple more, knowing there could soon be others. Alchan was already seated by the time Emerian got done.

      They sat in silence as Alchan just stared at him. Emerian grew more uncomfortable every moment.

      “Is there something wrong with me?” he finally dared to ask.

      “Every time Mave talks to me and you’re mentioned, she points out your plain face and her desire to see you get the first of your tatua,” he said casually. “I was thinking about that.”

      “Does she?” Emerian swallowed. “Am I ready?”

      “No,” Alchan said softly. “What do you need Luykas for?”

      “I was hoping to talk to him about my training and possibly getting to go on a campaign this year.”

      Alchan’s smile grew. “If he clears you for a mission later this year, I’ll make sure you see combat. Maybe that’s…” His eyes grew distant as he trailed off, nodding to himself. “Maybe that’s what you need. A chance to be a warrior and hear your Andinna blood sing in the glory of battle.”

      Emerian didn’t say anything in return, keeping his mouth shut as Luykas and Rain walked in, holding plates.

      “We grabbed food from the dining hall,” Rain said softly, his eyes only for the king. “Eat something, please. I can’t stay. I need to make sure our new housemate is feeding herself.”

      “It’s her first full day here,” Alchan said in a whisper. “Don’t railroad her if she’s not eating. We’ll see her at dinner if she’s not feeling like eating lunch.”

      Rain nodded and walked out of the room again before Luykas even found a seat, never once looking Emerian’s way. It was Luykas who noticed Emerian, sitting beside him.

      “You can share with me if you haven’t eaten,” the other mutt said with a chuckle. “What are you doing here?”

      “He wants to see if he’s ready for combat and came looking for you,” Alchan answered for him. “Do that. If he’s ready, I’ll see which campaign could use him.”

      “Let me think on it,” Luykas countered. “If he’s ready, I think I know a few Andinna who aren’t going to appreciate you picking him without their input.”

      The brothers stared at each other until Alchan nodded.

      “Then I’ll leave it to you. Emerian, do well.”

      “I’ll do my best, sire.” Emerian tried not to smile.

      Seanev walked in, and Alchan stood. The glares between the two of them spelled trouble.

      “Let’s go,” Luykas ordered, tapping Emerian. “Now.”

      Emerian followed him out, both nearly knocking over their stools. Before they made it out the doors, one of the males growled. When they got outside, the shouting match had started.

      “What in the Skies?” Emerian said, looking back as he walked away with the other mutt.

      “Those two have always found stupid reasons to get into heated arguments, even when they liked each other and were friends,” Luykas explained. “Yesterday was bad with his arrival, so Seanev kept his mouth shut, but now? Yeah, they’re probably just going to argue over bullshit until they both exhaust themselves. Seanev might have found out Alchan isn’t dealing with the priesthoods, passing it on to Varon or something.”

      “You don’t seem worried,” Emerian said, looking back again. Even as they moved away, the shouting was loud enough to hear.

      “Them arguing is better than them not arguing. It means they’re rebuilding their familiarity. Seanev was always a hothead with opinions. He loved and respected his father, but he also wasn’t afraid to argue with him. He’ll lose, but he knows if he argues well enough, he’ll place a seed of an idea in someone’s mind that could change something later on.” Luykas shrugged at the end. “So, you want to see if you’re ready to go to war?”

      “Not just that,” Emerian admitted.

      “Ah…” Luykas nodded slowly. “And what else do you want from me?”

      “Is it normal for Andinna males to…be attracted to really dominant females? Like…”

      “You get a boner when Mave yells at you or makes you put your eyes down,” Luykas said without skipping a beat. “Yeah, it’s perfectly normal—”

      “I didn’t say it was Mave,” Emerian growled.

      “Ha. Mave is the only female you talk to.” Luykas smiled. “Don’t worry. You and half the males in this camp fall on themselves when she’s involved. Or Allaina, actually.”

      “So…why don’t either of them ever complain about males?”

      “Mave had some problems while on her campaign, actually. Males approached her because her husbands weren’t around. She wasn’t interested, though none of us would have gotten upset if she found a road companion.” Luykas looked down at his food. “Let’s find a place to sit and eat.”

      They walked through the village, then turned to leave it, heading for a large training field Emerian never went to. Luykas found a log to sit on at the edge of the field, staring at the warriors on break before their afternoon training.

      “So, you fancy my wife.” Luykas chuckled as Emerian sputtered. “It’s not a problem, but I think this is where someone tells you the most important part of Andinna culture. You fancy her dominance, which is inherently attractive to you. You weren’t exposed to much of it growing up, so you don’t know how to either approach her or ignore it because you might not be a good match. Attraction doesn’t always need to be acted on. This is when you start paying attention to conversations you have with her to see if she might be compatible with you. If it becomes apparent you couldn’t deal with her all the time, you move on. You’ll always be attracted to her.”

      “If we’re all attracted to dominant females like that…why did the gladiators treat her so badly? Why didn’t they worship the ground she walks on?” Emerian frowned, then realized he touched on a bad subject. Luykas’ expression grew cool.

      “They were attracted to her. That was the problem,” he said softly. “They were angry at their circumstances and hated their attraction to her because of her position in the pits, so they took it out on her. They took it out on her every time they had the chance. She still avoids them. We keep most females away from any place the gladiators congregate to commiserate their previous suffering. We don’t know how ingrained that response is, and we don’t want to take any chances.”

      “I’m sorry—”

      “Don’t be. It’s a legitimate question. Also, Emerian, see if there are any other females you might be interested in. Don’t focus on only her and ignore other possibilities. It’s easy to get wrapped up in a female like Mave and think no one else is right because they aren’t her. I’ve seen royal females just as dominant, even more dominant, with stalkers who needed to be handled. They grew obsessed with serving a powerful female and thought the inherent sexual attraction was so strong, it must have been love.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Now eat. Once they’re done with their break, I’m going to have you spar a few of them to see your skill level. If you really impress me, you’ll have your answer today.”

      Emerian shoved half of the steak in his mouth and started to chew, making Luykas laugh as he went in on the other half.

      Once everyone was off lunch, Luykas and Emerian found the Andinna in charge of the field. Nevyn was yawning as he saw them walk up.

      “We need to put Emerian through some sparring matches. He wants to get onto the battlefield, and Alchan is willing to give him a chance,” Luykas explained to the other male.

      Emerian didn’t know Nevyn well. He was one of the Ivory Shadows, making him a member of the royal guard and a close confidant to the king. He was also like Luykas in that he was designated a general in their forces. He could run entire campaigns under order of the king.

      “Let’s do it. He uses a scythe now, yeah? I have wooden and steel. Which do you want him with?”

      “Wood. I don’t want him accidentally taking off someone’s arm. The scythe is too good at dismembering people,” Luykas answered, smiling. “Thanks, my friend.”

      “No problem. Have you considered where to put him if he’s ready? Has he thought about it?”

      Emerian shook his head when Nevyn looked at him, and the older male smiled.

      “I was going to keep him with people we know,” Luykas said softly. “He’s not going to be a grunt with the majority of the force. I think we can use him in other places and keep him in smaller units.”

      “Good. I was going to recommend that. Maybe you can find someone in the Company who’s willing to take on a nemari. Or let him approach a few people. It’ll put him on the same missions as them and keep him close.”

      “And help finish his education,” Luykas said, his tone making it obvious he liked the idea. “I’ll do that.”

      Emerian was handed a wooden scythe and sent into a circle before he realized what was happening, still thinking about the nemari thing. Rain had been the king’s nemari before officially becoming a consort. An assistant, an Andinna in training under a noble or a high-ranking warrior—that was all he knew about it.

      I need to focus.

      His first sparring session didn’t go well, with Luykas barking at him that they had gone over it all before.

      His second sparring session was a draw.

      His third was a victory.

      Nevyn kept throwing people at him as he talked to Luykas about something in private as they watched. Emerian was able to flip one massive male in a move that should have sliced through the male’s knee. He accidentally hit the next male in the neck, a clear win. The Andinna didn’t know how to fight against the scythe nearly as well as Trevan. He was smaller and faster as well, most of them massive males while he was more Mave’s size than Luykas’ or Nevyn’s. He slammed his wooden handle into the face of the sixth sparring partner, who went down, yelling about a broken nose.

      “That’s enough!” Nevyn stepped into the circle, smiling. “He’s good, Luykas,” Nevyn said appreciatively. “Who has he been training with?”

      “Me, Mat, and Trevan mostly,” Luykas answered.

      “You and Matesh don’t know how to fight against the scythe all that well, either, which means we should be thanking Trevan for this,” Nevyn said, chuckling as he waved a hand at Emerian. “Elvasi soldiers get that training to put down human peasant revolts.”

      “They do,” Luykas agreed. “And I know a thing or two about fighting it. I had a much more thorough training than Mat, but you’re right. Trevan is good with a sword, and he did well with Emerian.” Luykas walked to his side. “So Nevyn and I talked our way through the Company. There’s really only one possibility for you to have as a nemari. Nevyn and Varon worked together, and Varon’s muteness would make it hard if not impossible. I’m becoming the spymaster, so I won’t see much fighting anymore. Mat and Zayden aren’t in the right position to do it and don’t know the first thing about having a nemari. Alchan won’t take on another one. Kian is about to have a kid, so you don’t want to be near his family when that happens. Which leaves…”

      “Mave,” Emerian said softly, his eyes going wide. “But…”

      “You’ll need to convince her. I can’t force her into it. If you can convince her, you’re one step closer to being an official Ivory Shadow.” Luykas thumped his shoulder. “If you can’t, we might have to wait for you to join a larger campaign run by Nevyn and Varon, but you won’t get any of the private training being a nemari will get you. I want that for you. And about the other thing? This will give you a chance to figure out how you really feel if you can convince her to say yes.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Go on. And good luck with Mave.” Luykas grinned, turning back to Nevyn. “Now, we need to find a home for Trevan.”

      Nevyn had a response, but Emerian didn’t catch it as he jumped, leaving the conversation and the field, heading to the sky.

      He was going to fight in the rebellion. A year ago, he thought the entire idea was insane. Now, he couldn’t wait, something deep inside of him rejoicing at the chance. A piece he had always pushed away was now overjoyed with the possibilities.

      He just needed to convince Mave Lorren to take him on as a nemari.

      Skies help me.
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      Two days after Seanev arrived from the north, Kenav returned. Mave wasn’t upset as people cheered for the return of the second campaign. She wasn’t upset as Kenav jumped off his horse and greeted Alchan, proclaiming his victories the same way Nevyn did.

      She got upset when he looked at her with a smug expression. She knew the expression well, and it rubbed her the wrong way.

      “How many did you get?” he asked as Alchan watched. “You got back first, so I’m going to assume it didn’t go as well for you.”

      “Five,” she answered. “A little better than your four. Obviously, not only did we bring home more victory, we moved faster.”

      “Behave,” Alchan growled at them both with a smile. “The village is going to celebrate, and if you two go at each other’s throats, they’ll notice and get worried.”

      “Forgive me. It’s just a friendly rivalry,” Kenav said softly.

      “Yup.”

      “Like anyone fucking believes that,” Alchan snapped. “Kenav, let’s talk quickly about the numbers. I need to know how many are dead, severely injured, or minorly injured. Once we’re done, you can enjoy the revelry.” He grabbed his cousin and pulled him away.

      Mave leaned into Bryn, who had taken a silent place at her side as Kenav rode into the village.

      “He’s an asshole,” Bryn said softly. She knew he could feel her tension and sense her mood. “But he did well. You can’t fault him that.”

      “I didn’t fault him his victories. I got mad when he tried to make his success into my failure. I didn’t ask for it. I was standing at my king’s side like I’m supposed to.”

      Around them, the village was a whirlwind of activity. Mave wasn’t in the mood for it this time, even if she was glad to see it. It was a conflicted feeling for her. Kenav doing well on his campaign was good for all of them.

      It was also fucking Kenav, a piece of shit she had known for all her years in the pits as a gladiator she called Seventy-Two, from the number on his ear tag. He was a great leader. She now had to witness twice over how he could win lower-ranking Andinna to his side, with well thought out arguments and playing to their emotions. He hadn’t led all the gladiators, only enough of them to make her life a little more dangerous than it needed to be. He’d never tried to rape her or anything like that.

      He’d just wanted her dead.

      She knew things done in the pits were the extreme. Kenav, other than being a bit of an ass to her now, wasn’t an enemy of Alchan. He wasn’t an enemy to the Andinna or the rebellion.

      However, they would never like each other.

      “I hate him,” she whispered to her husband as they walked out of the crowd.

      “I could fix it for you,” Bryn whispered, leaning in to put his lips on her ear. “He could not wake up after a long night drinking, and you’d never have to see him again. Well, unless you go to his funeral pyre when the body is burned, so the ashes can be spread.”

      “Don’t talk like that. If someone hears and something happens to him, they’ll blame you.” It wasn’t that far off to accuse Bryn of something like that. He was training scouts now, but he was very good at solo missions, which is why he was so good at moving alone and cleaning up the trail—get in, kill a few people, and open the right doors for the rest of the Company.

      And sometimes, assassinate a target.

      “No one in the Company likes him,” he said quietly, kissing her cheek as they finally left the crowd and were free to make it home. “Sure, we can reason with why he did what he did, why he hated you in the pits, but it doesn’t mean we have to agree with it. Just say the word, love, and I’ll fix this.”

      Mave listened to those words. When she had met this dangerous male, she would have taken him up on the offer without thinking. Now, she considered everything in her brutal past. She was acutely aware she wasn’t the only victim or the only one who had to fight every day to survive.

      Shadra had played her games well. She knew what the pits would do to me and the gladiators she put me down there with. She knew from the very beginning.

      “I hate him, but looking back, I can see the chain of events that led to him and me. From the moment I was thrown into the pits, the wheels began to turn,” she said softly. “At the time, Seventy-Two wasn’t in charge of many. As word got around who I was and what my part in the War had been, which was inevitable, the gladiators grew angry. I don’t think they were angry at me to begin with. They were angry at my father for failing them because of me. My father was dead, and I was in the pits. I was female, which for some, called to baser instincts. Seventy-Two was angry, but he really didn’t start to hate me until I started killing them. Until I started rising to the level of Champion.

      “I gave them reasons to hate me after that. Shadra played her game well. She knew I never wanted to die, and she knew the other gladiators would never forgive me for living. Things got twisted over the centuries, and one day, I knew there were some who wanted my body, and all of them wanted my head. Seventy-Two knew power came in two ways in the pits. Either winning every battle on the sands or…having the loyalty of the most Andinna. He was smart. He picked the latter. For his own protection as a leader, he needed an enemy. I was the only one he could pick without pissing off others who might become his enemy.”

      “He tried to have you killed,” Bryn growled.

      “A few times,” she agreed, not even trying to remember all the times. “And I killed thousands of them.”

      “He tried to have Mat and Rain killed,” Bryn hissed. “Mave—”

      “He had them jumped, so they would back off from me. He wanted them to be his,” she countered. “When that didn’t work, he knew he couldn’t let me form a group around myself, even when I wasn’t trying to, so yes, he tried to have them killed.”

      “And Rain?”

      That one made Mave stop. “I don’t think he told those warriors to try to…rape Rain,” she admitted. “If he did, I would have already killed him, regardless of what Alchan wanted.”

      “You think those gladiators wanted Rain because they saw an easy opportunity.”

      “Yes, and they’re all dead now.” Mave crossed her arms, staring at her husband. “You were a gladiator once, Bryn. Did anyone ever plot for people to be raped?”

      “No…” he said, sighing. “It was a crime of opportunity. Anger and lust begin to blend and suddenly, there’s a moment to strike.”

      “Exactly. So, I tolerate him even though I hate him. He can lead, and in the end, everyone was just trying to survive down there.” Mave started walking again, trying to beat down the memories. “And you can’t assassinate him in his sleep because the rebellion needs more Andinna like him.”

      “There are others.”

      “He is also Alchan’s cousin and still holds a lot of respect from the former gladiators, who are still sitting on the outside of our society. Because of me. Because I don’t trust them. If Kenav is killed by another Andinna, Alchan will have to respond. If he tries to execute you, I’ll have to stop him. Then we’re done. Everything we’re fighting for is lost.” She reached out and touched his cheek. “I know you love me enough to do it, anyway. I also know you love me enough to know not to do it. You’re just feeling a little bloodthirsty because he upset me.”

      Bryn’s smile was bright, and his summer sky eyes twinkled deviously as he moved to walk backward in front of her. “How much do you love me?”

      “More than enough to be down for whatever you have planned,” she murmured, leaning into him. Their lips met, and it was home. Bryn moaned as she ran her hands up his chest. They stopped walking as he wrapped his arms around her waist. She ran her hands back down and used one of them to tease at the knot holding his pants up, then further down to the erection he was already sporting.

      A thump made their roaming hands stop, but they didn’t step away from each other.

      Mave turned and saw Emerian where he landed, looking bashful.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize…I’ll go.”

      “Wait,” she ordered, smiling at Bryn before turning to the mutt.

      Bryn coughed, trying to stay behind her and keeping one arm wrapped around her midsection. Emerian froze, his blood red ruby eyes wide. She watched as he swallowed, so very nervous to be in front of her after interrupting a moment between her and Bryn.

      “What do you need?” she asked, feeling indulgent. Emerian was a good male. He just didn’t know what that meant yet. She never wanted to turn him away because he had so much to learn.

      “Yesterday, Luykas and Nevyn sent me into some sparring, and they’re willing to let me start going out and fighting for the rebellion.”

      “Good for you,” Bryn said, his voice giving away how happy he was for the mutt. “We need more warriors.”

      “Thank you. They had the idea I should be someone’s nemari. They don’t want to throw me into a big force—”

      “Of course not, it’s dangerous for you. Really, I’m amazed we haven’t seen more mutts coming out of the Empire. I figured there would be enough to make a force.”

      “They normally don’t live long,” Bryn reminded her gently. “Anywhere. Many Elvasi kill them on sight, or they run to Olost. The ones who have survived might not want to leave Olost now. They’re against the law in the Empire, and they probably don’t know the Andinna would be willing to accept them.”

      Mave winced. He was right. When she had first seen Rain, she had the clear thought of wondering how long he would survive. The small mutts never lived long.

      “That’s right. So, why do you need me, Emerian?” She saw the look on his face, a mix of hope and desperation, but she didn’t know where it was coming from.

      “Luykas and Nevyn…decided you were really the only choice to have a nemari right now. He left it up to me to ask you if you would accept me in the role.”

      The air left Mave’s lungs as shock hit her. Her husband left Emerian to approach her about this? Without telling her it was coming?

      I don’t know the first fucking thing about having a nemari! Skies damn you, Luykas Andini, when I get my fucking hands on you...

      “Oh, shit,” Bryn said behind her.

      “I’m not a noble,” she pointed out. Bryn snorted.

      “You don’t have to be, love. You’re the Champion. As your nemari, when he finishes training, he’s looking at a place in the elites if not a command.”

      “Why am I the only option? Nevyn—”

      “Almost always fights with Varon,” Emerian said, cutting her off, desperation leaking into his voice.

      “And Varon is mute, which would make things complicated,” she finished, sighing. “Kian?”

      “About to have a kid. No one is going to want to be within a hundred yards of him once that baby is born,” Bryn said. “Ah, I see what Luykas did. He wrote off Mat and Zayden. They’re good, but they grew up common, and they have smaller positions. Not enough prestige to really give Emerian a good future. I’m in charge of a completely different part of our forces, ones not suited to having a nemari, and scout work isn’t suited to Emerian. Alchan won’t take another one after Rain. Too soon. Luykas is becoming the new spymaster, and Emerian isn’t a Blackblood.”

      Only one name didn’t come rolling off her husband’s tongue with an excuse as to why they weren’t available or enough.

      Her own.

      “Skies,” she whispered. “Look, Emerian, I don’t know the first thing about having a nemari. Can you give me a night to think about it?”

      “Sure!” Emerian’s grin was energetic and just as pretty as she always thought it was.

      “Meet me in your training field tomorrow at dawn, and I’ll have an answer.”

      I’m going to fuck Bryn, strangle Luykas, then worry about this. In that order.

      “I’ll be there.” Emerian jumped into the air, flying away.

      “What are you thinking?” Bryn asked softly.

      “I’m thinking I’m going to ride you, then wait to kill Luykas for letting this blindside me,” she answered, grabbing his hand. “Let’s go.”

      Bryn offered no complaint to her plan, stripping the moment they were in the door. Zayden popped his head around the corner, laughing as Mave pushed Bryn into the bedroom. She looked back at him, raising an eyebrow.

      “Care to join?”

      “I would love to, but I’ve got something cooking on the fire,” he said, smiling. “I don’t want to set our things on fire by leaving it unattended.”

      “Tell Luykas to come in if you see him,” she said, closing the bedroom door.

      Bryn went to his knees in front of her, wrapping his arms around her waist. His mouth played games with her body, worshipping her. She growled as the first orgasm rolled through her. Bryn was a smart male, lying back for her to climb on top of once she was ready.

      “Do you know how sexy it is to hear you talk about killing people for me?” she asked softly, lowering herself on him. She moaned as she took all of him, resting into one of her favorite positions.

      “If I knew it was this sexy, I would have done it more often. I’ll keep it in mind.”

      She ran her hands over his chest as she rode him. He held her thighs, massaging them as she moved on him. She leaned forward, kissing him as they enjoyed the rare stolen afternoon.

      “When this is over, I’m going to have you as often as possible,” she whispered. “I don’t like how you’re out at night all the time.”

      “When this is over, you’ll find it hard getting me out of the bedroom,” he said softly, running a hand through her hair and holding her to his lips.

      It was slow and easy, moving together. The door opened and closed behind them. It was Luykas coming in, but she didn’t bother looking at him. She heard his groan, knowing the view he was getting from behind.

      He was smart enough not to speak as she listened to clothing fall. Bryn grunted underneath her as they kept going, ignoring Luykas completely.

      She knew the moment to sit upright and looked at Luykas waiting. She wagged a finger, inviting him closer. She kissed him, then wrapped a hand gently around his neck. No pressure, just a physical reminder of dominance without any real threat behind it.

      “You sent Emerian to be my nemari without telling me,” she said softly. “And you’re going to pay for it…right now.”

      “Am I?” Luykas chuckled, a wicked smile on his face.

      “Help us finish,” she ordered.

      He leaned in and kissed her, one of his hands trailing down her stomach between her and the rogue under her. She wrapped an arm around his shoulders, kissing him.

      “Ah, fuck,” Bryn groaned. Whatever Luykas was doing was amazing because her rogue moved faster, harder. “I’m not going to make it, love.”

      She figured that, remembering Luykas’ wicked smile. He knew he could finish off Bryn before she was well and truly done. The emotions coursing between them were an open dialogue between her and Luykas, a conversation without words. She was trying to be angry with him, and he was making it very hard. He was in too good a mood to bow down completely. He knew she wasn’t really angry, practically laughing through their bond.

      Bryn finished inside her, panting softly. Luykas moved behind her, lifted her hips, and pulled her off Bryn.

      “You better make it good,” she said, trying to look back at him. One problem with being Andinna, sometimes, there were too many wings, and they weren’t positioned right.

      He said nothing as he shoved into her and took her hard over Bryn. She half-fell forward onto the rogue’s chest, screaming as Luykas went directly to a hard and fast pace, forcing her to the edge quickly and without mercy. He was in one of those moods, and she was surprisingly okay with it. He pushed her over the edge, growling as he buried himself deep and went with her.

      When they were both finished and panting, he smiled at her while stretching out.

      “So, why were you angry with me?” he asked.

      “Emerian. Nemari,” she reminded him, looking up at him from the flat of her back, Bryn curled next to her.

      “Ah.” Luykas nodded. “Yeah, I didn’t want to warn you, so you would hear him out before making a decision without ever speaking to him.”

      “He really wants this, doesn’t he? To fight in the rebellion.” Mave frowned. “It’s dangerous.”

      “Are you trying to protect him from his blood right to fight as a warrior?” Luykas raised his eyebrows.

      “I just want to protect him,” she said softly. “He…he kind of reminds me of me, but more innocent, more naïve. I don’t want to break him.”

      “Ah, Mave,” Luykas said gently. “Something will, one day.”

      “I know.” Sighing, she kissed Bryn, then sat up. “I’m going to eat something, train for the evening, then get some sleep.”

      “Of course,” he said, lowering his head. She kissed him as she put on some clothing, then walked out. She ate with her husbands, enjoying the company as they all laughed. She was feeling good.

      But Mave knew what she would see when she closed her eyes. She had a feeling about it when she was trying to think of what to say to Emerian.
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        * * *

      

      A mountain path, a silent world—Mave walked to the same place she saw Kristanya too often. Since she had realized who the goddess was, the relationship had changed. The goddess had been testing her initially, but somewhere, Mave had proven her worth. Now, Kristanya was training her to be the best warrior the Andinna had ever seen.

      “If I make you the best there has ever been, I know the best is working to save our people,” Kristanya had said.

      That night, Mave walked to the clearing with the path and the tall mountain in the distance, unafraid of the death waiting for her when she inevitably failed her training.

      This night, however, Kristanya just stood there as if she knew Mave wanted to talk.

      “Something is on your mind,” the goddess pointed out, looking down at her sword, which she was using as a cane to keep herself propped up.

      “I’ve been asked to take someone on as my nemari,” Mave said, looking at the black eyes of the goddess. This wingless Andinna female was the goddess of war, death, and darkness. She knew what a nemari was.

      “Ah. Is there something you want me to say?”

      “He’s innocent,” Mave said softly. “I don’t want to ruin that.”

      “Is he innocent? Or is he just not as deep in the darkness as you are?” Kristanya raised an eyebrow.

      “I’m not…” She had brightness in her life. She had four exceptional husbands who brought her light and laughter every day, but she knew what Kristanya meant. Mave could make herself so cold and dark where nothing could touch her. That place she lived in for so long in the pits still existed in her. She could still put it on like a mask and do what was necessary.

      She could also come out of the darkness and live a beautiful life.

      “He is a boy who watched his parents murdered by our people. We were his enemy for a long time, monsters bent on destruction and controlled by primal urges of violence.” Kristanya shook her head. “The only innocent in this world are the children, and many times, even they are touched by darkness, Mave. I am the goddess of it. I would know.” Kristanya didn’t move as Mave walked closer. “There’s balance in all things. Light cannot exist without darkness to purge with its power. But not even light can get rid of all the darkness. The Andinna are not perfect, and this male? He’s been touched by the darkness I gave our people. Don’t call him innocent.”

      “But—”

      “It does him a disservice,” Kristanya snapped. “He’s happy now, but do not think he is innocent. He’s been exposed to pain and hardship, death and terror, just as you have. And like you, he has darkness in him but has learned to come out of it and live a life in the light. That should be enough of a testament to his strength.”

      “You want me to take him as my nemari,” she said softly.

      “I don’t care whether you do or not, but I won’t have you lie to yourself about him and dishonor him by believing he isn’t capable of what you might ask of him. He might be a half-breed, but he is still Andinna. He might look Elvasi, but he is Andinna in his soul, even if it’s tarnished by his second bloodline.” Kristanya huffed indignantly. “Don’t ever try to write someone off like that with me. I could have done it to you centuries ago and almost did.”

      “What?” Mave frowned. “What does that mean?”

      “I watched countless Andinna come to me for their final judgment, all ended through your actions. I could have written you off as a traitor to our kind. It’s one of the reasons I was interested in you when you finally came to Anden, finally entering my domain where I could reach you. You’ve proven yourself to be something different. I saw that you were true to our people, and here you are, even more of a warrior than those you killed could have ever dreamed.” Kristanya reached out but stopped before she touched Mave’s cheek, her hand falling back to her side. Something flashed in her eyes, an emotion. Mave had only ever seen Kristanya angry. This was something different. “I don’t care if you take him as your nemari, but don’t discount him.”

      “Thank you for the wisdom,” Mave said softly, lowering her head to the goddess.

      Kristanya made a rude noise before the world went dark.
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        * * *

      

      Mave woke up the next morning before dawn and headed for the field before her husbands woke up. She beat Emerian there, thinking about what Kristanya had said and the wisdom.

      I’ll just need to find a way to make sure he can continue living in the light. I can’t let him be drowned in the same darkness I once was. I can’t.

      He finally arrived right as the light began to brighten the sky, walking up to her slowly.

      “Good morning, Champion,” he greeted, bowing his head.

      “I’ll take you as my nemari,” she said, swallowing. “You’ll begin shadowing me everywhere. Every training, every meeting. You’ll spar with me and who I tell you to. We’ll work on fighting techniques with a variety of weapons. You’ll have the option to fight with whatever you choose for missions and campaigns. This will not be easy. In fact, this is going to be very hard on you. It’s not overconfidence that makes me say you will be trained by the very best, and I expect the best out of you.”

      I’ll use everything I have to make him strong enough to keep living in the light.

      “Thank you so much for this opportunity, Champion.”

      “Just call me Mave. No reason to get formal now.” She smiled, holding out a hand. He grabbed it at the elbow, a proper Andinna shake. “I’ll tell Alchan of the news, so he can plan around it.”

      “Thank you so much, really.” Something about how happy and youthful his expression was made her heart ache.

      “Go get ready for the day,” she ordered. “We start now.”

      He nodded quickly and started running back for his home.

      Please let this be the right decision. I can’t ruin him.
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      Lilliana woke on her fifth day in the village much the same as the first four days—a little scared, dreading having to leave the room she had been gifted and put back into the awful situation Leria decided she needed to be in.

      Leria had never said it, but her intentions had been clear. She wanted Lilliana to destroy the relationship between the king and his consort and put herself in the king’s bed. Lilliana hadn’t liked going along with it when Leria packed up her things. She hadn’t liked the journey south to the village the king had picked as his residence. She hadn’t liked it when she met the two males.

      And she continued to hate it as she woke in this new place, unsure of how to repair her damaged reputation due to the strong mativa’s meddling.

      No one blamed Lilliana, but she saw in their eyes, they were upset by her presence. When warriors came into the home to see the king, they looked at her with thinly veiled rage. For the few females that came in, that was probably amplified by their reaction to what she was.

      No, that’s just a convenient excuse.

      They were insulted for their king by her presence in his home, and they had the right to be.

      Lilliana wished with all her strength she could have said no when Leria had come to her. Only a few days before, she had been hearing the wonderful news of the happy king, madly in love, even while a new war was beginning to rage. Now she was there, and it was all her fault. She was just an ahren, so easy to be bent to the will of others.

      She dressed, taking a deep breath as she tried to banish the fear. It felt impossible, but she had to leave this room every day, or she never would. She tried to do it quietly, glad the door didn’t creak. The stone floor of the traditional cliffside home was a blessing because she could walk softly and not make a sound. She crept into the dining area, hoping to make it to the kitchen to grab something small to eat.

      She stopped when she saw them inside, and her heart began to race.

      The king had a hand over his consort’s mouth and another down the male’s pants. The consort bucked, obviously tormented by the pleasure, clutching the king as he was driven to finish. The look on the king’s face was something of pure satisfaction, even in profile. He was enjoying what he was doing, even though he wasn’t the one who would experience the finale. He was just enjoying watching his consort fall apart under his hand.

      An unfamiliar feeling rushed through her, nearly taking her breath away.

      Slowly, Lilliana put a hand over her mouth to keep from making a noise and backed away. She turned on her heel once they were out of sight and went to the front door, grabbing her tiny boots from the others. She couldn’t move too quickly and risk drawing their attention.

      I don’t want to be a burden to them. This is their life. I’m here to ruin it, and I won’t.

      Leria should have explicitly told Lilliana what to do, but then, Lilliana knew why the mativa hadn’t made a specific order. That would have had the king riding north.

      At least he’s more dominant. Even if Leria tries to come here and tell me what to do, I don’t think he would allow it.

      It was the only thing Lilliana had found solace in since she had met the king. He was so much more than Leria could ever be. Leria had never been cruel, but she hadn’t cared for or about Lilliana. The king and his consort, even though they were the targets of a vicious plan, cared enough to talk to her.

      And make me a noble? Was that real? I don’t even know how to…handle that. What am I supposed to do with a noble title? I can’t lead anyone.

      Lilliana put on her boots outside, looking into the misty morning. It was cool for a summer morning, but that was how it could be in the mountains. Some days were still chilly, no matter what.

      She looked back at the door once before leaving, flying down into the clearing. There were already two warriors training in the area. She knew of them but had never met them.

      Varon and Nevyn were famous among the priests and priestesses of Amonora. Their love story was taught to children, and they were still alive. Everyone who grew up in the temple or was trained in the arts of Amonora knew of the blind priest and the warrior who stole his heart. It was said that Varon once had a voice that could soothe any soul, even making the gods weep. He gave it away in exchange for a life of love and the ability to see. Now, he was the mute warrior-priest, constant quiet companion of his lover.

      There was more, though. She had realized early, no one else in the village knew. The priestess who had told her the story said it was a secret. Only a few could ever know the truth, and the priestess wasn’t even supposed to tell her.

      She told me because she wanted me to hope for love for myself one day. It was a really beautiful story. When she told me, everyone thought Nevyn and Varon had been lost in the War, so there was really no secret to keep, but she had told me. I was the first and only outsider to hear the story in its entirety. Nevyn and Varon weren’t even in the history books yet because the priestesses had hoped and prayed, Varon was still alive.

      They were right in the end.

      Lilliana watched the spar, a deadly dance that was just as passionate as their story. When it was over, Nevyn had won, laughing as Varon panted.

      “Love, you really must practice more,” Nevyn teased, cupping Varon’s chin and pulling his face up and into a kiss. Varon hit Nevyn’s chest once the kiss was over, his expression saying so much, Lilliana couldn’t properly interpret it. Then his eyes found her across the clearing outside of Alchan’s home, and she felt her stomach drop.

      She started walking, looking away from them. For the second time that morning, she had accidentally peeked into an intimate moment that had nothing to do with her. She had grown very good at keeping her eyes on the ground in the temple, so she didn’t bother anyone. She needed to get back to doing that.

      She didn’t make it far when a hand grabbed her wrist, holding her as Varon walked around in front of her, his eyes curious and sad. His hands moved, but she didn’t understand what he was doing. Was this some magic she didn’t know?

      “He would like to know if you need an escort,” Nevyn said behind her, his grip loosening as he came to stand next to her.

      “Can you read his mind?” she asked, looking up at him.

      “No, the gestures he makes are his way of communication. He spells out words or does objects.” Nevyn smiled. “It’s confusing to everyone who sees it for the first time. Love, spell her name for her.”

      Varon moved through eight gestures, then bowed.

      “That’s your name,” Nevyn said softly. “So, would you like an escort?”

      “Oh, no, I’m fine,” she said, trying to step away from Nevyn. She didn’t want an escort from the two most famous lovers in Anden. “But…”

      “What is it?” Nevyn’s head tilted to the side.

      “No one here knows, do they?” she asked, her voice very small. “That Varon—”

      It was fast. Nevyn’s hand over her mouth, fear in his eyes. They made her frightened for a moment as well.

      “No,” he said quickly. “No one here knows, and it would be very nice of you to tell no one. No one, okay? Don’t even think it. The fact you know…”

      Varon stepped up to his lover’s side and touched his shoulder. Nevyn looked at Varon slowly, nodding once he saw his lover’s expression, then removed his hand. That hand grabbed Varon’s.

      “Does the priesthood still speak of me?” Nevyn asked, his eyes going unfocused.

      She looked at Varon, seeing his eyes were clear and on her. Nevyn was speaking for him.

      “Yes, but I’m not supposed to know. I’m not part of the priesthood,” she whispered. “How are you doing this?”

      “We’ve been blood bonded for three thousand years. We’ve developed ways to do things many would never consider because they have no need.” Nevyn’s voice carried the calm nature Lilliana always heard Varon had. He had been one of the best priests ever known. Only females could rise to the top positions, but when he had been in the priesthood, many wanted to change that rule just for him. Then he met Nevyn, and those plans were thrown out the window.

      “Why don’t they know?” she dared to ask. “You’re—”

      “Because I’ve never wanted them to know. It was never necessary. They needed a priest, someone to help guide them in the ways of our dragon gods. I could do that without them knowing the full truth.”

      She saw the wisdom of it. How could she not? He had kept this secret from the public for nearly three thousand years and convinced the priesthood of Amonora to safeguard it as well.

      “Do you have any advice for me?” she asked, dropping her eyes.

      A simple touch made her tense, but Varon’s fingers were feather-light and careful. He lifted her chin and made her look at him once more.

      “Not yet,” he answered, using Nevyn’s voice. “I can’t see the future, and I think enough meddling has been done in your life. Maybe it’s time for you to claim what is rightfully yours.” He leaned in, but it was still Nevyn talking. “Will you keep this little talk a secret?”

      “I will.” She would never expose someone’s secrets. That was cruel.

      “Thank you. You see, I’m trying to wait until the time is right. Things have been happening, and I’ve been watching them closely, trying to understand. I have to be able to watch and listen, and I can’t do that if they know.”

      “I understand.” Not really, but he’s Varon, and I’m Lilliana, so I’ll do whatever he needs.

      Varon let go of Nevyn’s hand, smiling as he straightened. Nevyn sighed.

      “We’ve only done that once before. Gives me an instant headache every time,” the warrior said, reaching up to rub his temples. “Thank you for listening to us, Lady Lilliana.”

      She nodded.

      “Now, would you like anyone to escort you?” Nevyn looked at her intently again, his red-orange eyes watching her carefully. “Now is when I remind you that Alchan wanted you to go out with Rain with you.”

      “He also said I was free to move around the valley, and Rain is busy,” she countered, looking away from him.

      “Of course,” the warrior agreed, bowing his head. “We’ll leave you to it. Enjoy your walk.”

      As she watched them walk away, Varon looked back and waved. She waved back, then headed toward the village. She had no real destination, her head spinning from what had just happened. First, it was King Alchan and Consort Rainev. Then it was Varon and Nevyn. She knew the great Champion lived in the village as well, having seen her once before.

      So many powerful people here. How does anyone get over this feeling?

      She put a hand over her heart, hoping she could will it to slow down.

      When she finally looked up, she knew she should have paid attention to where she was going. She didn’t know where she was. This area of the village didn’t feel as alive or fresh as the rest. Something about it gave her a bad feeling. The males around her were staring as they went about their morning routines, some with thinly veiled anger, some with outright rage, and some…some just scared her. They were all covered in scars, signs of the battles they had fought.

      “Look at this,” one said, sneering at her as he came closer. “Did the Champion finally allow a female to wander into our part of the valley? Of course, she would send the fucking ahren we’ve all been hearing about. Worthless, even if she is pretty to look at.”

      “Who cares? She’s here—”

      “And she’s leaving,” someone snarled. She turned to see the king and his consort land behind her. Rainev was holding the hilt of his morok, a sign he was ready for anything. The king crossed his arms, looking over her head at the male who had approached her. Rainev was the one who walked up to her and took her elbow, gently pulling her back to the king’s side.

      “Forgive me, sire,” the male said, bowing low.

      King Alchan said nothing, turning away. Rainev made her walk with them as they left.

      “Nevyn and Varon told us they saw you wandering off,” Rainev explained, his mouth a thin, tight line. “You weren’t paying attention to where you were going, were you?”

      “No, I wasn’t,” she whispered.

      “You should. Not everyone in this village is…safe,” Rainev said, sighing heavily. “That area of the village is where most of the former gladiators live. They haven’t had female company in…centuries, so we’re slowly reintegrating them. We can’t just let them roam free because there are a lot of females who wouldn’t be able to deal with violent warriors in their space.”

      “Everyone is still trying to heal,” King Alchan added. “And the safety of the more vulnerable ones takes priority over the wants of the warriors. You walking in there…”

      “I don’t think they would have done anything,” Rainev said gently. “But it’s very tense right now. They don’t like Mave, and she doesn’t like them. They see her as the reason they aren’t able to have more normal lives, where they can try to find wives or even lovers. Just keep an eye—”

      “Why did you leave without telling us?” the king asked, stopping as they found themselves in a wooded area with no listening ears. “Rain would have taken you where you wanted to go.”

      “I just wanted to walk,” she said softly, unsure of how to handle the situation. There wasn’t just one Andinna trying to berate her for her lack of thinking. There were two, and one of them happened to rule their people.

      “Did you leave before we woke up?” Alchan asked, the demand for an answer clear in his tone.

      “No,” she said in a squeak.

      “Then why—”

      “We were fucking in the kitchen while making breakfast,” Rainev snapped at his lover. “Damn the Skies, Alchan, don’t make her say it. Nevyn and Varon walked in on us, too. She isn’t going to step in and interrupt, and she shouldn’t have to sit around and do nothing while we finish. We told her she could do as she pleased. All I want is for her to know where she’s going.”

      There was silence as everyone contended with how Rainev had just snapped at the king.

      Her face heated as a blazing inferno of embarrassment flooded her body and mind. Her heart wanted to stop. She wanted to run. Instead, she stood there with her head down, staring at the dirt and the three pairs of feet.

      “My apologies,” King Alchan finally said softly. “I’m going to the war room to start my work for the day. Seanev leaves tomorrow, and he wanted a meeting today.” He jumped into the air, leaving them in a small cloud of dust from the trail.

      Lilliana didn’t move as Rainev waved a hand around, growling.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered as the dust cleared.

      “Nothing for you to be sorry for,” Rainev said, shaking his head. “This is just a learning experience for all of us, and we just need to deal with it.”

      “I…” Lilliana trailed off, unable to find what she wanted to say to him.

      Rainev watched her, then took her hand, holding it like it was fragile and precious to him.

      “Why are you so scared to speak your mind?” he asked kindly.

      “I’m an ahren,” she said, thinking it was obvious.

      “Being submissive is not the same as being afraid. Even the most submissive Andinna are allowed to voice their feelings. If anything, it’s more important we do because if we don’t…we could be the ones who get hurt.”

      “I…have only ever been locked away. I’ve never been allowed to speak my mind to anyone who makes decisions. I’ve…always been told I can’t, that I was too submissive to think of anything that might be useful.”

      “Skies damn it,” Rainev growled, looking away. “If Alchan realizes, he’ll kill her.” When he looked back, he smiled. “Come with me. We’re going to spend the day together while Alchan sits in meetings.”

      “You aren’t going to explain that part about the king killing someone?” Lilliana felt the need to point that little thing out.

      “Do you care if he kills Leria?” Rainev asked, frowning at her. “Don’t worry about it. We’re going to have some fun today. Me and you. You need a friend, and Skies damn it, I’m going to be that friend. Even the people at the bottom don’t deserve to be alone.” There was an honest, earnest expression on his face as he spoke, and a smile she didn’t deserve.

      He should hate me. He should want me to leave. He should be making my life miserable because of what Leria did.

      But he doesn’t.

      “Okay,” she said. She knew he could never know about how she really felt seeing him with the king.

      For the first time in her life, she had wanted.
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      Word traveled fast. Mave had told Emerian okay, and he told Trevan and Dave. Trevan probably didn’t tell anyone, but Dave mentioned it to Alchan and Luykas when they were in their first morning meetings. Nevyn and Varon had heard, sending word to Kian, who was supposed to be spending the day with Senri. He ran to tell Gentrin at the armory and Willem in the dining hall. Luykas told Matesh, Zayden, and Brynec.

      By the time midday was approaching and she had worked Emerian into exhaustion, they were all there, watching.

      “Keep going, we’re not done,” she said as he went through each attack and defense movement, his face focused on doing it right. She had spent half the morning correcting his form. When he realized she wasn’t going to let that go, he had listened. “Ignore them. They’ve all done this for someone in their life. Training isn’t just sparring until you win. Training is making sure each move is muscle memory. Training is understanding the mind of an opponent. Training is tenacity and making sure your mind and body can go further than the enemy’s. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” he said with a grunt. “You said this would be hard.” He didn’t sound defeated. If anything, there was something a little cocky in the way he said it. It made her want to smile.

      “I did,” she agreed, watching him go through one more. “You’re strong, but you lack stamina. Battles can rage for a day or more, where sleep is scarce, and attacks are constant. Your form isn’t terrible. You told me someone walked you through this before, and when I caught you doing stuff wrong, you corrected without complaint. That’s good. We don’t have time to argue.” He finished the last swing, supposed to be a death blow in his imaginary fight. Before he could get back to the first position, she raised a hand. “You’re done. Good work. Let’s see what everyone wants.”

      He fell onto the grass, his arms out and the morok lying harmlessly beside him, panting. She chuckled and headed for the crowd, where they congregated around where she and Emerian had dropped their waterskins.

      “You really needed to be that rough on him for his first day?” Nevyn asked, chuckling as she grabbed her skin, and Trevan picked Emerian up from the field. She picked up Emerian’s, too, to keep it from getting stepped on.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “He’s not seriously injured. He’s tired. His body will learn as everyone’s does. And…I needed to know he’s serious.”

      “I’m not faulting your logic, but it seems a little deeper than that,” Nevyn said softly, then lightened up again, grinning. “At least there will be one warrior who might figure out how you’ve gotten so good over the last couple of seasons. There’s hope for the rest of us.”

      “You’re still on about that?” she asked, frowning. “Keep hoping.” She turned on her husbands, ignoring her curious king, and kissed each of them. When Emerian and Trevan were close, she tossed his waterskin in their direction. Trevan was fast enough to catch it and even opened it for Emerian. “You can head off, Emerian. Grab lunch, and we’ll meet here again for more. Nothing too strenuous.”

      Finally, she looked at Alchan.

      “You took on a nemari and didn’t even bother to ask me for advice,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “I’m the only person in the camp who’s had one except Seanev.”

      “Well…you slept with yours,” she pointed out. “I didn’t think your advice was going to be all that great. I understand that sword work is important, but…”

      The laughter that erupted around them was friendly. Luykas even elbowed his brother in the ribs as Alchan fought a smile.

      “If it helps, I didn’t ask Seanev, either.” She shrugged, smiling.

      “In an odd way, yes, it does,” Alchan admitted. “You know, he leaves the day after tomorrow. I have a meeting with him after lunch if you care to step in and wish him well.”

      “I’ll find him when I need to. I might not like him, but I won’t let him go to war without saying something,” she said, sighing. “Thanks for the reminder, though.” As she spoke, Zayden wrapped his arms around her waist, casually leaning on her between her wings. No one blinked an eye, but she was glad for the quiet support. She hadn’t spoken to her brother since he arrived, and she had ripped him apart for bringing the ahren. “Where’s Rain?”

      “He’s with Lilliana for the day,” Alchan said, groaning. “There was a small…It was nothing. Don’t worry about it.”

      “Okay,” she said, keeping her eyes locked on his. He was upset about something, but if he wasn’t ready to talk about it, she would trust her king—for now. “Well, go to your meeting and leave me be. You’ve had your fun watching me train someone.”

      Alchan chuckled as he turned, gesturing for Nevyn and Varon to follow him. He pointed at Luykas as well. “You need to come too when you’re done here.”

      Luykas only waved him off, agreeing to follow in silence.

      “You are so mean to him,” Zayden whispered in her ear. “It’s gorgeous.”

      “You only think so because you like it when I’m mean to you,” she reminded him.

      “I love it when you’re mean to me,” he corrected. Mat came up in front of her, taking one of her hands, but as he opened his mouth, he was interrupted.

      “I come out here to see my daughter, and all of you are being handsy,” Kian growled. “Haven’t even gotten a damn hug.”

      Every male was five paces from her in two seconds. Kian smiled as he walked up, and she accepted his hug.

      “You took a nemari,” he said softly. “Want to tell me why?” Adjusting, he took her arm, tucking it in his, walking across the clearing away from her husbands who didn’t follow. “It’s not a bad look for you, teaching other warriors. People will respect you for it. I just didn’t see it coming.”

      Mave explained to him the chain of events, then sighed as she got to the part where she needed to explain to him why she almost said no.

      “Have you ever wanted to keep someone from getting their hands too bloody?”

      “No,” Kian said, shrugging.

      “I didn’t want to get his hands bloody,” she said, trying to explain her question. “But it was pointed out to me, his life already was. Sometimes, he just seems so untouched by it all, and I really like that. At least someone is, right?”

      “Ah…” Kian nodded slowly. “That I understand. Who gave you that great advice?”

      “It doesn’t matter. So, I decided I would make him my nemari. At least then, I can keep him from getting killed, right? I’m the best warrior there is. Even Nevyn says so.”

      “That he does,” Kian agreed, chuckling. “He has a point, though. How are you getting so much better? You have everyone dying to know. Are you just a protégé who’s gone to the next level? You fight like you can read your enemies’ minds. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen. I’ve been fighting with Nevyn for a long time, and he was considered the very best until you showed up.”

      “You know what?” Mave looked at her father. She knew she could trust him with anything. “On our next mission, because I know we’re going to do whatever it is together, we’ll talk about it.”

      “A mission story. I like it. I’m going to hold you to it.” He poked her nose. “Now, do you want to go to your males or spend some time with Senri and me?”

      Mave looked back at her males, wonderful husbands she saw every morning and every evening at the minimum, then back to her father.

      “I’ll come spend time with you and Senri. Are Willem and Gentrin around? I never get to bother them. They’re so busy all the time.”

      “They are welcoming a group from Kerit who got here really late last night. We can find them.”

      They walked together, and Mave liked it, enjoying the warm summer day, the sun beaming down on them and not a cloud in the sky. She hadn’t heard of a group coming in from Kerit, so when they arrived, she turned on him again.

      “There was no party for them. Why?”

      “Because there’s a small group from Kerit every week, it seems. It’s a schedule, actually. There are a few traveling caravans that take supplies through our three main hubs. Here, Leria’s territory, and Kerit. They go from Leria to Kerit, then here, then back to Leria, so people new from Olost come here first to be evaluated for the army or to find old friends.” Kian scanned the crowd. Mave couldn’t, too short compared to all the males around. “There’s one of them. Willem!”

      A moment later, Willem was in front of them, grinning.

      “You came at the perfect time. There’s a friendly face from Olost!”

      “Really?” Kian looked at Willem, then Mave, who shrugged. Obviously, she didn’t know anything about this.

      “Yeah, it’s Learen!”

      “Really?” Mave knew the name. She had met the male once, though it felt like it was ages ago. She tried to think of the time that had passed since she had seen the former Company warrior. It was nearly three years ago. Learen had visited shortly before Shadra had attacked their village in Olost, forcing them to retaliate and go to the Empire to take back their loved ones.

      “Where’s Gentrin? He was talking to him,” Willem said, looking over the crowd like Kian.

      They wandered through the crowd, trying to stay out of the way of Andinna, who were unloading supplies for the stores. They found Gentrin and Learen hanging out near the back of the caravan, laughing about something. As they drew closer, Mave caught the conversation.

      “It’s so good to see you! You should have found someone last night. We would have found you a place to sleep away from the caravan.”

      “It’s fine. I figured if I didn’t see anyone during the unload, I would look for one of you.” Learen smiled. He turned at the right time, seeing Kian, Mave, and Willem. Mave lifted a hand and waved.

      “Ah, we’re just missing Senri!” Gentrin grinned as Willem stopped next to him while Mave and Kian finished a semi-circle around the warrior with only one hand.

      “Heard you got a promotion,” Learen said to her, smiling. “King’s Champion.”

      “It’s not the only change. She did us the honor of being formally adopted into our family.” Kian couldn’t have sounded prouder. “Senri asked her, and she said yes.” He reached out and grabbed her horn, holding her so he could kiss her temple. “Now, we have a daughter to dote on.”

      “And I have parents who refuse to let me forget it,” she said, trying to push him away.

      There was laughter, so much of it, as they led Learen into the village. Senri found them in the small market, getting skewers of meat to snack on as they listened to Learen’s journey from Olost. The entire family being together wasn’t as common as any of them wanted, but that was the cost of the rebellion. There weren’t enough hours in the day.

      “When I heard about what happened to Alchan’s village…” Learen sighed. “I wished I had stayed. My wife disagreed.”

      “Of course,” Senri said with a smile. “She sounds like a smart female, wanting to keep her husband alive. Where is she now?”

      “We’ve been in Kerit. We were some of the first to arrive from Olost, but with my…problem, no one forced me to come here. I wasn’t ready, either.” He lifted up the stump where one of his hands used to be. “She’s still in Kerit, setting up a household for us. She’s always wanted to come home, and Kerit is near her home village. After a couple of seasons, I grew tired of being so far out of the fighting. She gave me her blessing to come here and find my own way to be useful for the rebellion.”

      “Alchan is busy for the rest of the day, but maybe we can steal Luykas from him and find you work,” Mave said. “I’m sure they’ll be glad to see you.”

      “I know Dave has been managing much of the trade routes and numbers. If you show any aptitude for it, they’ll be happy to have an Andinna who once was Company to join that team,” Kian mentioned.

      “Dave?” Learen frowned, looking between them.

      “A human, the one that helped me, Matesh, and Rainev, escape the Empire. A dear friend,” Mave explained. “That’s not a bad idea. You all keep talking. I won’t get in trouble for interrupting whatever meetings they might be in.” She was up and moving before any of them could stop her. She went straight for the war room, catching her husband walking out.

      “Luykas!” she exclaimed, smiling. “Good news for you.” She wrapped her arms around him as he smiled just at the sight of her.

      “Good news, like you’re willing to take the rest of the day off?” He leaned in and kissed her.

      “No. Good news, Learen is here and wants to help with the rebellion,” she corrected. “Kian had the idea he could help Dave. Take some of the load off from you and Alchan’s shoulders with the trading routes between our communities. He actually came in with a caravan from Kerit.” As she explained that to him, she caught Seanev landing nearby. He glanced their way, then walked to the war room. Mave took in every detail of that short moment. Her brother had half of his arm bandaged. He’d been hurt in the last week.

      I’ll ask Alchan about it later. He won’t let Seanev go to battle with a serious injury.

      “Really?” Luykas’ eyes went wide. “Well, let’s go then.”

      She led him back to her family and the warrior, watching how Luykas and Learen laughed when they saw each other. The last and only time she had seen Learen with anyone from the Company, they had talked about how things had gone wrong, addressed old issues, and repaired old pains. Now, it was a joyous reunion. The rebellion was changing everything.

      The talks were off, and Mave, wrapping her arm with Senri’s, felt good.

      “This is the best part of the rebellion,” Senri said softly as they walked together. “Seeing our people come together again, this time with hope instead of desperation.”

      “It’s amazing,” Mave agreed. “And it’s only going to get better.”

      “It is. Now, what are your plans for the afternoon?”

      “I’ll be doing light training with Emerian.”

      “Your new nemari. I’ve heard.”

      “So has everyone else.” Mave chuckled. “Do you want to watch?”

      “I would love to,” she said, holding Mave close. “I’ll never turn down a chance to watch my daughter show off.”

      “I won’t be showing off! I’m training him!”

      “Sure.” Senri snorted.
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      Alchan ate a quick lunch with his brother before watching him leave. He heard Mave outside but didn’t go investigate, only smiled to himself, wondering if they had felt each other in the blood bond and knew somehow. He enjoyed seeing them together, seeing them happy. He was always taken by the light in their eyes when they saw each other, even when they were angry at each other. And his sister, his Champion…she had four reasons to be happy. Luckily, his brother was one of them and hadn’t yet found a way to piss her off enough to lose that cherished place in her life.

      If there’s one good thing about my rule, it’s her coming so far from where we found her. If I die, I’ll take that with me. And my brother is happy. So, two good things.

      He had never wanted a sister growing up. He had never wanted to rescue Mave. He hadn’t really wanted to keep her in the Company.

      I was a fool, but they’ve all forgiven me for it.

      Alchan looked over his papers, seeing the numbers of troops he had spread out across Anden, the numbers of guards Senri trained and posted throughout the Dragon Spine mountain range, and the numbers of crafters he had in Leria’s community and Kerit. It threatened to give him a headache. He tried to avoid thinking about these numbers as much as he could, which wasn’t often. Normally, the only respite he found was his bedroom, where Rain allowed him to forget what was beyond their door.

      He started flipping over the loose papers, trying not to think of what was on them. He wanted one afternoon where none of this was a worry, but as the rebellion grew, his chances to sneak away for even a meal were disappearing. Looking at the maps, letters, and other mountains of things he had to deal with, kept his mind off other problems, though—Rain and Lilliana.

      Rain, his Consort, the first person Alchan had ever dared to love openly and the first to openly love him in return. Lilliana, a problem wrapped in a very pretty package that made Alchan painfully aware of everything that was wrong with him. And there were a lot of things wrong with him—painfully, awfully wrong.

      He loved Rain, and every time he looked at the male, he wanted that body underneath his own. What Alchan wanted to avoid was when he looked at Lilliana, he felt the same thing for different reasons.

      She could be mine.

      Rain purposefully teased Alchan’s possessive monster, making it feel less vicious, less terrible. Alchan loved Rain for that acceptance. Rain found pleasure in the possessive creature Alchan could be.

      Lilliana brought it out by just breathing. Her very nature made his monster wake up and take notice, and thanks to Rain, Alchan’s control was loosening in unacceptable ways. Finally, there was a female he could have and claim, who wouldn’t get snappy with him, wouldn’t test his will. There would be no need for violence because she didn’t have that level of fight in her.

      As that thought entered his mind, Alchan broke out in a cold sweat. All he could do was try to ignore it. He could live through this if he didn’t indulge it.

      Thank the Skies for Mave. She’ll stop me. If anything happens, I can trust her to stop me.

      A knock made him look up to Seanev in the doorframe.

      “We have a meeting,” Alchan said, sighing. He wasn’t in the right place for this meeting, not after the morning he’d had and the obscene things running through his mind. “Come in.”

      “Have you eaten?” the male asked softly. “You often forgot to during the War. Hertesh and I would have to force you and Luykas to sit down and eat.”

      “I’ve gotten better at eating while I work. He and I just had our midday meal.” Alchan understood what Seanev was trying to do, and in a sense, it worked.

      Alchan could remember the times when Seanev was one of his closest friends. Luykas and Alchan had worked alongside General Lorren for so long, they had become his sons as much as Seanev and Hertesh were. Before Alchan and Luykas had risen through the ranks and earned their reputations, the two Lorren sons were often considered as Javon’s heirs. They still were because Alchan couldn’t just be a military leader anymore. He had to be his grandmother’s heir. Luykas needed to be even more—a spymaster, a general with no army, and a prince, whenever that was necessary.

      Thoughts of the past helped Alchan slowly move past thoughts of Rain and Lady Lilliana. He was certain Seanev had no idea what he was thinking about, but the warrior had helped him in more ways than one. Alchan’s mind cleared in the silence that followed his answer, and he was grateful. He needed to be a king now, not an uncontrollable bedru.

      “Good, good,” Seanev said softly.

      “You wanted to have a private meeting with me before another meeting. What is it?” Alchan looked at the intelligent commander and saw the sad brother and the last, lonely son of greatness—all of them applied. Alchan had been all of them many times in his own life. He’d changed, though. Only a few years ago, he might not have seen with as much clarity, which was the secret skill of those who ruled. They had to see everything, even if it was uncomfortable to look in a mirror because a ruler’s people were his or her mirror.

      Alchan didn’t just see the ethereal, though. He saw the physical, and the bandage on his general’s arm was a problem.

      “I…” Seanev trailed off, bringing a hand up to his mouth, rubbing his jaw in thought. “I wanted to apologize for Lilliana. In private, just me and you. I needed to…”

      “Try to justify it?” Alchan said, a growl rumbling in his chest at the mention of the ahren now living in his house and unintentionally eroding his control over himself. He was angry, but not at her. No, he was angry for her. He was angry at himself for what he was privately thinking about. If he lost control, she could get hurt.

      “No, only to ask for forgiveness,” Seanev said softly, walking through the room slowly. Alchan turned away from the table as Seanev walked around it and knelt, his head lowered. “I disagreed with Leria, but I allowed her to do it anyway. I should have fought harder in the name of my king to protect his interests and well-being. I knew you as a boy and as a man. I knew you would never condone the way Lady Lilliana was treated, even if it was a silent treatment. She was not ordered to take your bed, Leria only implied it, knowing better.”

      “Do you think it would have been better your way?” Alchan asked, crossing his arms.

      “I do,” Seanev said honestly, looking up. “I think a small introduction through letters would have been vastly more appropriate for both you and Lilliana, who would have needed time to adjust to possibly being courted and the concept of living away from the temple where she was raised.”

      “Why?” Alchan growled. “She might be the only female I can tolerate in a bedroom, but that doesn’t mean she doesn’t have—”

      “And you are the only male who would ever accept her,” Seanev said. “I never claimed it was a good idea, only better than my wife’s. I also know if Lilliana, you, and Rainev could talk out everything before meeting, there was a chance she could have had a family, too.”

      Alchan realized the truth in Seanev’s words.

      An ahren could never find a normal Andinna male who would accept a long-term relationship without the threat of losing him. Females, even those like Yenni, were driven away by the submissiveness of Lilliana’s kind. It was in her blood, her bones, her very soul. She was made to yield, made to bend. She was her most natural when she did those things, and it was easily abusable. To ask her to be dominant was to ask her to go against her very nature and was vastly unfair. Just as it was unfair for anyone to ask him to submit. It went against his nature and was dangerous to everyone around him.

      “Who is she to you?” he finally asked, wondering why Seanev was fighting for her, realizing now that he was. Seanev wanted to see the ahren happy as much as he wanted to see the rebellion succeed.

      “A male’s duty is to handle those things his female might have missed. To cover her weaknesses and help her be strong by providing a strong unit around her. Lilliana is one of Leria’s weaknesses. She can’t control her instincts around the ahren. For many years, I was the one who did check-ins with Lilliana to keep my wife from having to put herself in a position of weakness by seeming cruel. I grew attached to the girl as she grew up. She probably never knew I was there, but in a way, she was like my warriors. Mine, not my wife’s.”

      “The same reason I’m keeping her in my home.” Alchan reached up and rubbed his temples. He didn’t miss how attached Seanev sounded as he spoke of Lady Lilliana. He knew how attached a commander got to his warriors. Alchan felt it with his Ivory Shadows. “You’re an honorable male, Seanev. I’m sorry the circumstances have put us on opposite sides of a war we shouldn’t be fighting. You can get up, apology accepted.”

      Seanev rose up, wincing as he used his injured arm to grab the table. “Thank you, Alchan.”

      “What happened to your arm?” Alchan asked, pointing at it. “Can I look?”

      “It’s nothing. Personal business.”

      Alchan narrowed his eyes on Seanev, who seemed to shrink for a minute, stepping back.

      “Seanev, what did you do?” There were very few reasons for a male such as Seanev to have an injury for ‘personal business.’

      “I warned her,” Seanev whispered.

      “You warned who of what?” Alchan snapped. He could probably put it together, but he wanted to preserve some denial, just for a moment. He had once cared for this male and didn’t want to think about what Seanev was probably referring to.

      “I warned Leria if she forced me to bring Lilliana down here, someone I had protected since she was a child, Leria would pay for it. We have a blood bond, Alchan, and while most don’t talk about it, dominance can be exerted through it.”

      Alchan’s eyes grew wide. What Seanev described was taboo.

      “You fought to stop her,” he gasped. “And she—”

      “I didn’t draw a sword, but I did everything I could to convince her not to go down her path.” Seanev cut him off, speaking urgently for a moment. Probably because drawing a sword could be grounds for execution, depending on the circumstances. “A male’s second responsibility to his female is to tell her when she is wrong. And as a commander, I have the responsibility to protect the helpless, even if it’s from a mativa…even if it’s from my mativa.”

      “She bent you through the blood bond.” It was taboo, but not illegal. Alchan couldn’t punish her because Seanev had agreed to the blood bond. Even two dominant Andinna like Mave and Luykas had never even attempted to do that to each other, which told Alchan about Leria’s state of mind.

      “She did.”

      “And you’re…” Alchan nodded to the bandage.

      “Bloodletting,” Seanev finished, nodding. “Weakening the bond as best as I can. I’m planning to leave her, but when I’m in her presence, it’s harder to think. It’s all her, and my world is different. Then I get away from her and see things clearly again. I see my ruined future with my own sister, and you, my king, and Luykas, my friend. If I have it my way, I’ll never see Leria again. There are more important things in my life I want to focus on, and she’s…not allowing me to do that.”

      “Skies, Seanev, she’s your wife…You’ve loved her for a long time.” Alchan was trying to rationalize, but it sounded hollow coming from him. He didn’t want to see Seanev alone, but excusing an abusive female fell flat.

      “For a thousand years, we did wonderfully, but she…she refused to apologize or make any attempt to speak to me about Mave after…after that came out,” Seanev said softly.

      “She’s scared,” Alchan decided, nodding at his own judgment of the female. “She’s had power alone for so long with no one over her. If I produce a female heir, she’ll have someone who can relate to her better than me and a bunch of other males ever could.”

      “She’s done nothing illegal, and she’s been good to our people for centuries.” Seanev sounded a little bitter. “She’s the perfect mativa to everyone.”

      “She hasn’t been good to all her people,” Alchan pointed out. “She hasn’t been good to you or Lilliana, or Yenni, who is now shacking up with my mativa. No one realizes I know that story. You’re right, though. Leria is a good mativa to most. However, it’s the ones she’s failed who tell the better tale.” Alchan reached out and touched his friend’s shoulder. “And even if she was good to everyone, she hasn’t been good to you. And for that? Leave her. You are welcome to stay in this village until you are ready to tell her. I’ll find some excuse for you to stay. Did you leave a good commander with the rest of your forces up north?”

      “I did,” Seanev said, nodding. “And I told him this was a possibility. Not the personal reason, only that I might be needed down here to fight for you until this is over. I was a respected commander in the first war and have been hoping to return to that and uphold my own reputation better than I have.”

      “Good.” Alchan felt the need to correct this. In the end, many of these situations were brought about by the unusual circumstances of their times. Normally, there would be no king they had to force to breed. Normally, a male would have a network to lean on if his wife was abusing her power and position, especially if she was a mativa. There was supposed to be balance, where the mativas kept each other in line and prevented them from falling into the trap of being dominant. There were lines they couldn’t cross to prevent from becoming cruel, and they had to help each other deal with those.

      There was supposed to be a queen who could boast the power of the goddess Lariana, who forced the mativas into line, not that the mativas knew about the power. That queen would be answerable to the goddess herself.

      “Would you mind if we move onto a different topic?” Alchan asked softly, not wanting to overrun his vulnerable old friend, who had just opened up about something hard.

      “If you mean our next meeting, certainly. I was hoping to talk to you about it before it happened as well.” Seanev didn’t miss a beat. “I’m not here to ruin your life or day, Alchan. Please remember that.”

      “I’m not worried about my life or day, right now. I’m worried about yours and how you’ve been able to live it,” Alchan grumbled. “But we’ll put it aside. You set up a meeting with a female and her family, but I don’t recognize their names, and they weren’t any of the nobles you wanted me to speak to and recognize.”

      “Well, I wanted this done while I was here,” Seanev said softly. “Not even Leria knew about them before I left. I certainly didn’t until they approached me on the caravan, having packed their own things and brought their own horses. Alchan, I need you to understand, I had no idea who they were, but once the female told me, there was no way I could deny them an audience.”

      “And you felt this female and her family deserved one with me.”

      “That’s for you to decide, but she is a noble who is asking to be recognized. She didn’t want to write it in a letter. She wanted to say it to you.”

      “Do you think I’ll give her what she wants?” Alchan didn’t appreciate mysteries. He preferred when everything was laid out in front of him, and he could adjust accordingly.

      “That’s for you to decide and…I don’t think there’s a right or wrong answer here.”

      “That’s terrifying,” Alchan muttered. “Care to go get them, so we can get this out of the way?”

      “She and her family might be waiting already,” Seanev said. “Alchan, please understand…”

      “I won’t judge you for whatever this is about.” He could see on Seanev’s face, he didn’t like this either. That meant this female outranked Seanev in some way, and Seanev couldn’t have said no.

      An even more terrifying thought.

      Alchan found himself alone as he considered the possibilities. When the door opened and Seanev held it for the female and her family, he was confronted with a possibility he could have never dreamed of.

      Seeing her face, he was hit with a memory he had believed was buried and forgotten. He hadn’t thought of it in over a thousand years.

      She can’t leave me. She’s mine. She’s mine. SHE’S MINE!

      Alchan forgot how to breathe as that possessive monster crawled out of the dark hole where he had put it. If he thought Lilliana brought it to life, he had been sorely mistaken. Seeing her, the rest of the world fell away as the memory continued like a nightmare. He remembered it all in vivid detail, a memory he could never forget, no matter how much he wanted to. He had only believed it was gone, but it never really disappeared.

      It was the day his mother disappeared from his life.

      This can’t be happening.

      No.

      No, please.

      Don’t leave me. You’re mine!

      You’re my mother!

      Please!

      She had been so utterly betrayed by Behron after learning Luykas existed, she wanted to end their marriage. The only problem was no one could ever safely walk away from a bedru. That possessive urge to claim and keep, took a deadly turn when someone tried. She would have to disappear.

      Alchan’s grandmother, Queen Tyanna, had warned his mother if she wanted to leave Behron and be free of him, she also had to leave her bedru son.

      She did.

      Guards had dragged him out of the room long enough for her to disappear as he screamed for her to stay. By the time he had made his way back into the throne room, she was gone.

      Alchan stared at her face, a face he hadn’t seen since he was ninety-five years old, just about to become an adult.

      Seventeen hundred and fifty-six years to the season. She left me in the summer.

      Still, every instinct in him screamed the same thing.

      She’s mine. She’s mine. SHE’S MINE!

      He sat down very slowly, needing to control himself. He wasn’t a boy anymore. He was the king and had centuries of experience controlling his urges and instincts, he hadn’t had on that day. His grandmother had warned him it would never go away. Once he believed his mother belonged to him, it would never go away.

      His grandmother had been right. She had been so right.

      Seanev moved very slowly, pointing out a place for his mother and the males with her to go. Alchan tried to steady his heartbeat as it raced irregularly. He watched her intently, trying not to feel anything. He needed to be rational.

      Control it. I need to control it. I wasn’t strong when she left. I am now. There’s no reason for me to act. I don’t need to.

      He tried to push aside the possessiveness, only for the anger to come next.

      She left me, and now she’s back. What could she possibly want from me?

      The anger was easier. He could use it to stay in touch with reality.

      “Alchan—” Her voice was changed by years, but the way she said his name was just as she had on that last day, the same way she said it as he grew up.

      “Your Majesty,” he growled, coming to reality as though he was ready to fight for his life, everything suddenly spectacularly clear. There were three males with her, two he recognized from his youth, Delkon and Venar, her other husbands. The third male he didn’t recognize, and he didn’t know who or what the male was to his mother.

      She looked hurt by his correction.

      “Your Majesty,” she said, lowering her head.

      “What do you want, Asari? Or is there another name I should call you now, considering I know my grandmother gave you and your husbands all new identities,” he said, trying so hard not to growl, snarl, or roar. He wanted to. As the little family looked between each other, he let himself growl. “I’m a busy male with a people to rule and a rebellion to command. Speak.”

      “We heard you were acknowledging nobility,” Delkon said, looking up. “We were hoping you would reinstate your mother.”

      Alchan looked at the family in front of him, angered at the audacity. He was glad Seanev moved to his side, a clear indication who he was supporting. Seanev didn’t think his mother was in the right.

      “No,” he answered immediately. “No, I don’t think I will.” His mother’s eyes went big. “Please tell me, Asari, why I should reinstate your nobility. If you can tell me that, I’ll tell you why I’m not inclined to.”

      Her mouth thinned into a line. He’d made her angry. That was fine. She’d abandoned him, and her feelings didn’t matter to him.

      “I was poised to rule a noble house, and I still have every single one of those skills. I can be an asset to the royal family. Also, Behron is gone. With him gone, we can be a family again.”

      “See, when I told Seanev I was willing to acknowledge the nobility, I meant those who were noble at the time of the fall,” Alchan said, standing slowly to stare her down. “It’s also a necessity since the nobility needs to acknowledge their ruler and remember I hold their positions in my hands, not the other way around. You gave up your position several hundred years before the War. As for the other thing? We can be a family again?” Alchan barked a laugh, a mean laugh. He didn’t feel like himself anymore.

      “You threw our family away. You threw your nobility away. You threw your rank away. You threw your son away. You don’t get to come back now and ask for the privilege again. I’ve spent seventeen hundred plus years trying to forget you and was doing a good job of it.”

      “She’s…your mother,” the third male said softly, his eyes wide.

      “She was a long time ago,” Alchan growled. “I don’t know who you are, so introduce yourself.”

      Asari stepped in front of the male, her hands up, but didn’t say anything. Not a child then because a mother would have spoken up.

      Well, maybe not her. She didn’t speak up for me. Not when it mattered.

      “I’m Calken,” he said. “I married…Asari when she moved into the same valley.”

      “Ah, a third husband,” Alchan said softly. “How much do you know?”

      “I’m the only person they ever told before they told Seanev on our trip here, and they told me once I joined the household,” he said, bowing his head.

      “So, you know everything.” Alchan leaned forward on the table, drumming his fingers as he considered his mother and her husbands. “Asari, you left because Behron had an affair with an Elvasi woman and had a child with her. Do you remember that?”

      “I’ll never forget,” his mother said with a strong undercurrent of anger. She would never forget the cut of his father’s betrayal of her family.

      “You know, he tried to kill me after you left,” he whispered, smiling cruelly. “He nearly beat me to death. I made my way to the palace and begged Grandmother to fix it. Then the boy appeared. And Behron tried killing him once too. Behron might not have been the best husband before you left, but he became a terrible father after you were gone. Not that he was ever great. I dealt with milder beatings when you weren’t in residence.”

      Alchan had never felt so angry. Seeing her again brought back everything—every pain he had to suffer through, every difficult conversation he had to have. The whispers of the palace and the nobility—no mother, a father who wanted him dead, a royal family broken apart, and not even the queen could really hold it together—every pain.

      His mother paled at every word, but her chin stayed up.

      “I don’t believe you didn’t know about either of those. Even when your son was broken by you leaving, even as his father tried to murder him, you couldn’t bother to come back and face it. You were so angry at Behron, you left me to die,” Alchan snarled. “Your hurt was worth more than your son’s life!”

      His mother turned away, her shoulders shaking.

      “Now, you stand in front of me, talking about how he’s gone, so you should get your position back. Oh…and we can all be a happy family again,” Alchan growled. “I have a family, a brother who has bled for me. He followed me around the world, protecting and fighting for our people. I have a sister, his wife, who is my Champion and the best female I have ever met. I have my Company, my royal guard, the Ivory Shadows, warriors who have been with me since the war ended. I have a Consort I love more than anything in this world, and he accepts me for who I am. For all of me, not just the convenient, easy parts.” Alchan straightened up.

      “So, no, I won’t give you anything you want—not your title, your rank, or a place in my family. You threw it all away, and from the broken pieces, I built something better, without a mother willing to toss me aside and a father who hated me. Seanev, stay with them for a moment. I’m leaving and don’t want them following me. When you release them, tell Luykas, Rainev, or Mave I’ve gone to my favorite place.”

      “Yes, sire,” Seanev said.

      Alchan turned his back on them and went out a door closer to him. He launched into the air, going straight up, as high as he could go. The air grew cold and thin, his breathing growing harder. He went up in the bright sunlight, trying to outrun the possessive monster.

      She’s mine!

      No, I don’t want her!

      He rushed to his cave, knowing it was the only place he would find any amount of privacy and peace. He needed time to crush these feelings.
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      “How are you feeling?” Mave asked her nemari as they sat together in the field.

      “Is every afternoon going to be like this?” he asked, laying back, his eyes on the sky.

      “I don’t know.” So far, they spent the afternoon just talking about the morning training. Mave knew lessons were an important factor of what the nemari needed from the position, and she was expected to give to him. She was just a warrior and held no command rank. As Champion, people respected and deferred to her, but they weren’t looking to her for orders. She wasn’t going to be good at teaching Emerian anything like that. She could only make sure he was a good warrior, and he understood how her training was going to make him into one.

      “Well, it’s still early, right?” He smiled. “Day one of…hundreds.”

      “That’s right.” She didn’t have a chance to finish her thought, wanting to ask him about his ideas of the future. She was hoping to help guide him into what he wanted after the rebellion.

      A sharp tug on the blood bond felt urgent. Luykas needed her.

      “We’re done for the day,” she said suddenly, standing. “Feel free to go where you please.”

      “Wait, what’s wrong?” he asked as he stood as well.

      “I don’t know, but it’s not something you can help with. Luykas needs me.” She jumped into the air when he nodded, leaving him in the clearing.

      Luykas was heading to her and nearly collided with her as he tried to stop.

      “Seanev just told me something happened, and Alchan went to his ‘favorite place.’ I want you as back up. I can’t find Rain, or I would grab him, too.”

      “The waterfall,” Mave said, not waiting to hear what Luykas said next. She turned in the air and headed north, flying over Alchan’s cliffside toward the place where she knew he spent his time with Rain when he wanted to get away. Luykas followed her closely, and they landed together at the base of the waterfall. “There’s a cavern behind the waterfall,” she explained over the sound of the crashing water. “Did Seanev tell you what happened?”

      “A little. We’ll talk about it when I make sure Alchan is okay,” he said loudly, beginning his climb up the cliff. Mave followed him, ignoring how it soaked her to the bone as they made their way to Alchan’s refuge.

      Luykas got inside first, Mave moving slower. Last time she came into this cavern, she had found herself learning a secret and putting herself between a male she loved and a king she respected.

      “Alchan?” Luykas called.

      “Back here,” the king said softly. Mave blinked, her eyes adjusting to the strange cavern light. The evening sun went through the water, making light bounce off the walls of the cavern, beautiful in its own way. She understood why Alchan and Rain found refuge here.

      “I heard. Seanev told me,” Luykas said gently as they found Alchan sitting in a dark corner. “Oh, Alchan. It’s going to be okay.”

      “I know. I just wanted to get out of the village for the night.” Alchan looked hollow, his amber eyes catching the light.

      “What happened?” Mave asked, looking between the brothers. “I’m out of the loop here.”

      “Alchan’s mother is in the village,” Luykas whispered, kneeling in front of Alchan. “Did she really ask for her nobility back?”

      “Yes, and made some ridiculous claim about how we could be a family again,” Alchan growled, standing so quickly, he nearly knocked Luykas over.

      Mave searched her memory, trying to find any reference to Alchan’s mother. She had never heard of the woman before, not that she could remember. By Alchan’s growl and pacing, she knew it wasn’t a good thing. In fact, it hurt him deeply.

      “I can’t fight the battle if you don’t tell me who the enemy is and how you want me to proceed,” she said, stepping in front of him. “I can’t help if I don’t know what’s going on. Why are we upset that your mother is here? She’s your mother.”

      “Seventeen hundred and fifty-six years,” Alchan said, looking down at her. “That’s how long it’s been since I’ve seen my mother.”

      “That’s a…very long time,” she said. Her math skills weren’t great, but that meant he hadn’t seen her since he was a child before he reached his majority at one hundred years.

      “It is,” he agreed. “She left. When our father’s affair was exposed, how he betrayed my mother and had a child with an Elvasi noblewoman, my mother left.” Alchan breathed hard. “The problem was and will always be, no one can just leave a bedru. Not safely. We get attached and violent if we think we’re going to lose something important to us. We’ll kill whoever we need to kill and will do whatever is needed to keep the person with us, even if it’s against their will.”

      “Which is why you’ve given everyone free rein to kill you if we feel like you’ve crossed the line,” she said softly, nodding. “And your mother wanted to leave your father.”

      “And he would have kept her,” Alchan said with a bitter smile. “So, my grandmother gave her a new identity, a new life. She didn’t just leave my father…she left me, too. She gave up her maternal rights and her position. Gave it all up, just so she could be rid of my father.”

      “Now, she’s back, asking for all of those things,” Luykas snapped. “Bitch.”

      Alchan snarled, and something not quite right entered his eyes. Mave had seen insanity before and would never forget it. She had seen Alchan walk this fine line every time he looked at Rain when the young male touched anyone else. She had just never seen her king’s control so fraught.

      “Mine,” he growled.

      “So am I,” Luykas reminded him, obviously unperturbed. Mave resisted the urge to put herself between them. The words made Alchan blink and nod.

      “You are,” Alchan said, looking down. “I came out here because, in the end, Grandmother was right. It never goes away. She walked into the war room, and I remembered every single feeling—the ownership, need, and anger from that day. I could bury it and forget it for a long time, then she walked in, and it all came rushing back. I just…need an evening to deal with it. I was already feeling raw and just needed space.”

      “Okay,” Luykas said, nodding. “We’ll let you have that. Do you want me to take charge of the final details for Seanev?”

      “Yes. He’s taking…one thousand warriors. It’s a big force, but I know he can handle it.”

      “He’s led larger,” Luykas agreed.

      Mave crossed her arms, letting them talk out the rebellion work while she considered the situation with Alchan’s mother. This female had hurt Alchan. She had left him.

      “What’s her name?” Mave asked, interrupting them talking about supplies for Seanev’s campaign.

      “Asari,” Alchan answered. “My mother’s real name is Asari. I didn’t ask what her new identity was. It’s better if she can go back to it without me knowing.”

      “Do you want her to go back to it?” Mave asked softly. “Because I can handle that.”

      Alchan studied her as she studied him. Mave would burn the world down for Alchan if he asked. In all her time, he was the only ruler she ever respected, the only one she allowed to hold her on a leash. It was a very long leash, but she let him hold it. Her role as his Champion meant she could do things no one else could. She could do this for him. Luykas could run the entire rebellion, but only she could fight his personal battles. That was the point of being the Champion—to fight his battles in his place when it was ill-suited for him to step onto the field of war.

      “I think it’s best she goes back to Leria’s community with the next trade caravan. Unharmed. If you feel you can convince her, you’re more than welcome to try. Even as king, I can’t force her because she’s broken no law,” he said, looking down at his hands. “The only thing she did was cut open a wound I thought had healed, and that’s not…illegal.”

      “Tell me about it,” she ordered, stepping closer. Her king was feeling vulnerable, and she knew he wouldn’t put up a fight. She needed to know why she was going to fight the battle, and he obviously needed to talk about it.

      “She was the first person who made me realize that I was a monster,” he whispered. “The first, but not the last. I…lost control the day she decided to leave, lost the veneer of being civilized. I wanted to hurt people to get her to stay. I was angry enough to…” Alchan closed his eyes. “It’s best she leaves. I’ve done well in the last seventeen hundred years, learning to control it, but she takes me back to a day when I couldn’t. She takes me straight back there. With Rain and Lady Lilliana relying on me to be stable, that’s…dangerous.”

      “She’s your mother. Is it possible she loves you and is willing to accept it?” Mave wanted to make sure Alchan was serious. “Rain accepts it. He loves you for it, I think.” She knew it, actually. Rain had told her once Alchan’s bedru nature was something of a blessing. It meant Rain would never truly have to worry about losing his king’s love. A bedru didn’t fall out of love. Once they were claimed by the passion, they refused to let it go, even when it threatened to kill them.

      “She could have talked things out with my father. She could have discussed a different way of doing things. He could have been controlled if he truly loved her. Instead, she decided she never wanted to see him again, and not even her own son could convince her to stay.” Alchan smiled, but it was a bitter thing. “Do I blame her for wanting to end her relationship with Behron? No. I blame her for doing it in a way that nearly ruined my life and got me killed.”

      Mave inhaled sharply.

      “Behron tried to kill Alchan shortly after she left,” Luykas filled in. “I was on my way to the Capital and hadn’t met them yet. It was your father who told me what happened.”

      Of course, it was. My father was so entwined with the lives of every Andinna alive from the time, he pops up in nearly every story.

      “He nearly did,” Alchan said with a bitter smile. “You know what the worst part was? My mother still didn’t come back. Not even when her only child was possibly dying. The entire damn country knew, so it’s not like she didn’t hear about it. She decided that staying away from my father was better than protecting her son.”

      “I’ll make sure she goes,” Mave promised. “I’ll leave you two to talk about Seanev’s campaign. If I see Rain…”

      “He’s spending the day with Lady Lilliana,” Alchan said, looking away. “Tell him to come here after dinner if he wants, but only then. Lady Lilliana’s needs and wants can’t be neglected because an unpleasant figure from my past has shown her face. Seanev will know where my mother is.”

      “Okay. I’ll deal with her and find Rain.” She walked away, her mission set—she would convince this female to leave.

      “Mave?” he called softly. She looked back at him. His amber eyes held so much pain. She knew why he ran here. Only the king’s most trusted friends could see him like this. “Thank you.”

      “No need for thanks,” she said, nodding her head in respect. “Thank you for trusting me.”

      She left them there, jumping into the air once she was clear of the water. Flying over the village, she looked for Rain or Seanev. She couldn’t find Rain, even though his blue should have made him stand out, but Seanev was pacing with his nose in a book near the war room. She landed near him, making him look up from what he was reading.

      “I was just with the king. Tell me this wasn’t another trick of Leria’s.”

      “It wasn’t,” he said softly, looking defeated. “Leria had no idea who this female was, and Asari didn’t tell me until we were halfway here. I could have sent her back, but I had no legal right to. I had no idea how it would play out, but I had a feeling it wouldn’t be good.”

      “Why?”

      “When Alchan was a few hundred years old, I asked him about it. I was close to our parents, but Alchan had neither of his, not really. When he was young, he idolized and loved his mother, then…she was gone. So, I asked.” Seanev sighed. “He told me he hated her. She had, in her own anger at Behron, left Alchan to die and never dared to find the courage to come back. She’s the reason he closed off his heart so long ago, Mave. For centuries, the only person Alchan could be considered close with was Luykas. No one else was safe.”

      “Well, I need you to tell me where she is. I’ve been asked to see if I can…convince her to go back to Leria’s community.”

      “Ah. She’ll be staying with the rest of the nobles waiting for Alchan’s acknowledgment.”

      “He didn’t tell me what happened to your arm,” she pointed out as she followed him.

      “Ask him to tell you after I’ve left. I’m not feeling up to explaining it again. I’ll be fine to fight.” He rubbed the bandaged arm as she stepped up beside him on the trail.

      “Of course,” she said, accepting it for now.

      They walked the entire way in silence, finding the small camp made by the so-called nobles.

      “What makes an Andinna a noble?” she asked softly, looking over them. “I thought mativas owned and ruled everything.”

      “They do, and the mativas are normally classified nobles if they weren’t already. Others are great warriors who have established themselves. I’m sure our parents would have been given titles if they had won the War. Many noble houses were started by offshoots of the royal family. The royal blood dies out, but wealth and influence don’t. They become diplomats who go abroad or merchants of great wealth, various spheres of power they can get into and further their own ambitions. And oftentimes, the mativas and the nobles’ houses were one and the same. Nobles are invited to festivals the queen is attending and hosting. There’s some privilege to it.”

      “Ah. Wonderful. I know the type.”

      “Please remember, these are Andinna and warriors as well, even if they were born into wealth and privilege. You know Asari’s nephew, Kenav. He’s a noble-born Andinna and a warrior.”

      “Oh yes, I know Kenav,” Mave growled.

      Seanev visibly winced. “I’m sorry. I forgot you knew him from…”

      “It’s fine,” Mave said. “Point her out, so I can impress on her the importance of leaving.”

      Seanev walked into the camp, and Andinna turned to them, bowing. They left whispers in their wake.

      “There she is. The King’s Champion. General Lorren’s daughter.”

      “Kelsiana would be proud.”

      “The last of the Lorrens together again.”

      Mave was glad they knew who she was. She needed a reputation to do her duty effectively.

      Seanev stopped at a male in front of a tent.

      “We need your wife,” he said, staring down the male. “Don’t argue with me, Venar.”

      “Didn’t plan to, sir,” the male said, eyeing her before going inside the large tent. A moment and some hushed whispers later, a female who must have been Alchan’s mother came out, followed by three males. She couldn’t find much of her in Alchan or vice versa. He and Luykas had to be spitting images of their father.

      “What can I do for you, General Lorren?” She looked only at Seanev. Mave looked at her brother with a raised eyebrow.

      “I don’t need anything. This is Mave Lorren, King’s Champion.” Seanev gestured to Mave, then stepped back as Asari looked at her.

      “Good day,” Asari said softly. “I didn’t think I would be executed today.”

      “You won’t be,” Mave promised with a smile. “I’m here to ask you to leave. I know no one can force you, but the king thinks it’s for the best.”

      “I’m sure he does,” the female said, blinking several times as tears filled her eyes.

      Don’t lose your temper, Mave. You’re just here to pass along the message that Alchan would like to see her leave, even if no one can force her. Skies, I wish I could force her. Those fucking tears don’t belong here. She doesn’t get to be the one who cries when she hurt my brother.

      “While I’m only supposed to be delivering the message, I’m going to take the liberty to say I agree with him,” Mave tried. She just needed to convince this female to leave.

      “I wasn’t a very good mother in the end, but I was hoping he would be willing to give me a second chance. Obviously, he’s not willing, even if I am his mother. I was scared of his father. I thought he would understand that.”

      Fuck this.

      “You weren’t a mother at all from what I’ve heard,” Mave countered, her temper snapping as the vicious need to protect her family took hold. That caused two of the males to growl. “Mothers don’t abandon their children.”

      “What would you know about it?” Asari snapped, fury coming to her tear-filled eyes. Mave knew a dominant female when she saw one, the fury something she identified with.

      “My one and only memory of my birth mother is her dying for me,” Mave explained, stepping closer. She and Asari were of a similar height. Asari was dominant enough to hold her gaze for a minute, but Mave could see the struggle. For Mave, staring someone down was like breathing, a natural instinct that never failed. “And my second mother has sacrificed herself to protect those around her, putting herself in enemy hands. She survived and continues to fill a prominent position in this village. I know plenty about mothers.”

      Asari dropped her eyes at the end. Mave lifted her chin, further raising herself up.

      “He’s my son,” she said pitifully.

      “If you stay against my urging, visit your nephew, Kenav. He’s here, and I’m certain he would appreciate your visit. Don’t come anywhere near my brother again.”

      Mave turned on her heel and walked away, this time nodding to anyone who looked her way. She left Seanev to clean up the mess she’d probably left in her wake, heading for Alchan’s home. She couldn’t find Rain, but she could do something else and eventually get a hold of him.

      She went into their home without knocking, heading for the kitchen. Mave didn’t get to cook often, but she could throw something together when she needed to feed herself. Now, she made some sandwiches for Rain and Lilliana’s dinner when they arrived. It kept her busy. She even ate at Alchan’s table while waiting for them.

      When they walked in, they were laughing softly. Mave resisted the urge to react to Lilliana’s presence. Rain frowned as he saw her.

      “Mave? What’s wrong?”

      “Eat dinner,” she ordered, pointing to the food she put out for them. “Then I recommend Lilliana get some rest, and you go see Alchan.”

      “Where is he?” Rain asked, sitting down. “He’s in the cave, isn’t he?”

      “He’ll explain everything. Eat dinner, then enjoy a free night with him without possible interruptions. You might get all day tomorrow. Luykas is going to handle the final preparations for Seanev’s campaign with the rest of the leadership. He’s probably already working on it.”

      Standing, she walked out, heading for her own home. When she got there, she waved off her males when they showed their concern about her absence most of the evening.

      “We’re winning the war, so of course, there would be a lot of personal dramas unfolding around the village,” she said, sighing. “Apparently, no one has anything better to do.”
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      Mave watched Seanev and his campaign leave. It took an entire day for the thousand warriors to finish packing up their supplies and things to go on the trails. She watched, wishing she could go, but not feeling particularly worried. With a thousand warriors, her brother would be fine. It was the largest force the rebellion had been able to put together and counted for a third of their warriors.

      “Where are they going?” Mave asked her other brother, leaning toward Alchan. He had come out of his cave at dawn, acting like the previous day never happened.

      “Scouts brought in reports of a few more Elvasi mountain camps that I want to see pushed out. Shadra is playing smart. For the nine the spring campaigns cleared out, there are five others that were missed. It’s no one’s fault. She’s flooding the mountains, trying to find her foothold. She has infinitely more soldiers and supplies.”

      “What happens when she gets her foothold?” Mave crossed her arms, turning to him. “Alchan?”

      “We do what we can to make it unsustainable. This was easier during the War. We had more warriors and more supplies. We’re running on skeleton forces to get Seanev out with so many warriors because I can’t pull Andinna from Kerit, and Leria needs the remains of her force for training purposes.”

      “How many Andinna do we have now?” Their population among the rebellion had boomed with the slaves escaping en masse and everyone coming back from Olost. From what Mave knew, those in Olost had been a lot higher in number than she’d really considered. Then again, she had never seen them all congregate into so few villages while fighting a war in Olost.

      “One thousand going with Seanev. Leria’s community is now sitting at three thousand, but only a thousand of them are warriors ready for battle. Kerit has close to a thousand civilians and another five hundred warriors. We have two thousand in this village and the neighboring village. These are rough numbers. I only get a rough count because it’s growing impossible for the mativas to manage who is or isn’t in their community. We have to take into account there might be some going uncounted and some getting counted twice. It’s not a perfect system.”

      “So, we’re talking seventy-five hundred Andinna left in the world as far as we know,” Mave said softly, crossing her arms. “That’s it.”

      “There’s probably another two to four thousand in the Empire, still toiling away as slaves. The Empire is vast. I’m not counting on them, though.”

      “Why not?” Mave narrowed her eyes on her king, wondering where his hope was. The Andinna were winning. Two to four thousand Andinna was a boon, and it took their numbers up to at least ten thousand. It wasn’t what they once were, but it was enough to thrive when everything was said and done.

      “Shadra is calling for Andinna to be killed if they attempt to escape, not just recaptured. She has bounties on their heads. Females are worth more than males. If this escalates, she might just start killing them off. She did it before the need for slaves was too entrenched in the Empire. It’s one of the reasons Luykas and I stopped going out for the cause to free others and just began trying to keep the free Andinna alive. In the early days, Shadra was fond of purges as a warning to us.”

      “Then her people are going to starve,” Luykas said, finally adding his own voice to the conversation. He had stood silently for much of the procession as Seanev’s force left the village. “She’ll have to conscript humans to do ‘slave’ work.”

      “You two are defeatists,” Mave muttered, looking at the now empty path. She had faith in the Andinna. They would escape and come to them, even if it was dangerous.

      “No, we aren’t.”

      “Yes, you are. We will either crush her forces, or we won’t. If we do, we can free our people from the Empire, and we win. Every fight takes us closer to that point.”

      “I think you and I had different objectives.” Alchan chuckled. “Every victory takes us one step closer to winning, but the goal isn’t to defeat her army, Mave. It’s to outlast her. We don’t have nearly enough warriors to go against her in open war, which is something she is going to want. We have to look at this differently. While her crops die in the fields because she relied on slaves, we have healthy fields, glad to be used by Andinna once again, flourishing with our blood’s help. Every warrior is also a farmer or a crafter, and every farmer and crafter can also be a warrior. While the Elvasi have trouble with our winter, we find it refreshing to have a moment away from battle. While they go hungry and freeze, we have a celebration, flying over snowy fields. The hardships of their campaign to bring us to submission are boons.”

      “Which means Shadra’s strategy is to win quickly, or she’ll lose the support of her people,” Luykas said softly. “Which makes it imperative we keep Andinna out there fighting to keep her out of the mountains during the warmer seasons. Every winter that passes, with the Empire having to feed an army while there’s a bread shortage, will further our cause, not hers.”

      “This is why I don’t plan these things,” Mave said, smiling. “You’re both much smarter than me.”

      “No, we just have the training, sister,” Alchan said, throwing an arm around her shoulders. “If you ever wanted to, we could bring you in for it, and you’d be one of the best in no time, like you are with everything else.”

      “Ha.” She pushed him away, rolling her eyes. She wasn’t into the idea, and they both knew she wasn’t suited for it. He was having a jest. “So, you’re both still feeling good about the rebellion?”

      “Good?” Luykas laughed. “Love, it’s not a good feeling. It’s a great one. We might have less than half of the Andinna we did during the War, but we know Shadra now. We know how this plays out. We don’t have to do this for a century, either. Circumstances changed since when she had thousands and thousands of humans in the fields.”

      “Back then, it wasn’t a food shortage. They were running out of money to pay everyone,” Alchan said, chuckling. “That’s why they decided to enslave the Andinna. They didn’t have the money by the end of the war to keep paying human laborers, so they created a new, free labor source to boost their treasuries.”

      “At the same time, robbing a vast majority of their humans of their jobs,” Luykas added. “Let’s talk about something else. No reason to rehash the economic issues of the Empire.”

      “Well, if we’re going to change the topic…” Mave elbowed the king. “Seanev told me to ask you about his arm once he was gone. There a reason I couldn’t hear about it from him?”

      “Depends,” Alchan said, eyeing her, wary now. “He’s leaving Leria, which means he’s bloodletting to weaken the bond between them.”

      “What?” She hadn’t been expecting that answer, and after a moment, she realized she wasn’t sure how to feel about it either.

      “It’s…complicated,” Alchan said carefully.

      “I don’t like it when you say that,” Luykas growled softly. “How complicated?”

      Alchan whistled and headed toward the war room.

      “Alchan?” Mave grabbed his arm to stop him. “What happened?”

      “She used the blood bond to dominate him and get his compliance with her plan to send Lilliana down here. Seanev had looked after the ahren for centuries and didn’t agree with his wife. So, she used the blood bond to suppress his will and force his compliance. It’s not illegal, but it’s not something anyone likes hearing about, either. She crossed a line. He knows it. They’re done. She doesn’t know it yet, but they’re done.” Alchan started to laugh sadly.

      “Even if he wanted to go back, I wouldn’t let him. Leria is obviously rotten, and I’ll have to address it. The problem is, she’s a great mativa to the vast majority of her people. They’ll get up in arms if I depose her and install a new one. Can’t kill her, can’t exile her yet, so I’m going to do everything in my power to keep Seanev away from her. That I can do.”

      Luykas cursed. Mave only felt a cold fury as she stared Alchan down.

      “Call her down here,” Mave demanded.

      “There’s a reason I’m the king, and you are my Champion,” Alchan reminded her softly. “I’ll keep Seanev safe from her. Have no fear of that. He is never going back to her. As for her, I’ll deal with it. I’ll need to get Allaina involved and any other strong mativa I can find. Maybe the one who decided Kerit belonged to her. Normally, there’s a council of the strongest mativas who deal with these sorts of issues. It’s not your place.”

      Mave snarled, baring her fangs. “She deserves to di—”

      “Don’t say it,” Alchan snapped. “She doesn’t. Yes, she’s terrible. She’s a fucking mean little bitch who thinks she knows what’s best, but you are not the judge, jury, and executioner, Mave. I am, and by the law, she has done nothing illegal. Seanev agreed to the blood bond, and I know he fully understood at the time how it could be used, whether or not he liked it. She’s a bitch, but we can’t execute people unless they’re traitors, murderers, or rapists. No queen has ever abused the power of the throne and executed anyone for less than that, and I will not start now.” He yanked his arm from her grasp. “I understand you’re a being of righteous fury, but you can’t use that recklessly. If you kill her over the personal slight of hurting and abusing your brother’s trust, the Andinna will turn against you.”

      “I’d like to see them try,” Mave hissed as Alchan walked away. She followed, keeping her thoughts to herself. As they walked, many of their friends found them. Her husbands caught her dark mood immediately, and Matesh went to Luykas, whispering about what was going on while Zayden and Bryn stayed with her. Emerian trailed them, her new nemari. He had been hovering at a distance most of the day, waiting for her to give him a command to help with something. Nevyn and Varon showed up next, walking on Alchan’s left side. Then Kian, grinning as he threw an arm over her shoulder.

      “Your little sibling has been kicking up a storm on your mother,” he whispered. “Please fucking smile.”

      It made her crack a small smile, at both the thought of Senri dealing with the yet unborn sibling and Kian figuring out something was wrong without needing to ask anyone.

      “What are you up to?” she asked, looking at his profile as they walked together.

      “I was training with Willem and Gentrin. I have to make sure they’re both at their best. Willem was never the most comfortable with a sword, but he’s handy with it. Since they’ve never been ones for travel and war, I’ve been trying to get them up to speed with many of Senri’s guards.”

      “If you need any help, let me know,” she said, poking his ribs.

      “I will.” He used the arm over her shoulders to pull her closer and kissed her forehead. “I haven’t yet because I know it would wound their pride to have their daughter beat them into the ground.”

      “They’d get used to it. Everyone else does,” Mave said, shrugging. Kian laughed. She looked around. They weren’t even halfway to the war room yet, but she was glad to see the entire group together, with Rain now matching Alchan’s stride. Leshaun was next to Luykas, poring over a book together.

      Her eyes wandered farther to see a set of faces that nearly pissed her off again. Kian had brought her back down, but seeing Asari, her husbands, and Kenav annoyed her beyond belief. Kenav was grinning at something the bitch was telling him with a smile on her face. Mave was still watching when Asari looked over, Kenav’s eyes following.

      Mave wished she could hear what Asari said quickly, looking away. Her mouth was moving, but Mave was just too far away. What did Asari think about the group around her son? He was the king, and he commanded the loyalty and friendship of the best warriors.

      Others stopped and paused in their work, something Mave was used to. People tended to take notice when the Company was walking together, talking about their next missions, the rebellion, or even just in silence. There was a comfort they drew from each other.

      When the group made it to the war room, Mave found Dave and Learen talking inside about logistical things she stayed out of. She patted Dave’s shoulder and smiled at him, getting a beaming grin in return. Trevan hovered behind them against the wall. Mave knew his gryphon must have been left either at their home or tied on a post in the woods by the building, away from any possible horses and out of sight.

      “Thanks for Learen. He’s good at this.” Dave started organizing the papers on the main table into stacks.

      “I hope so. He’s a retired Ivory Shadow,” she said, nodding at the one-handed warrior, who nodded in return.

      “All right. First off, my apologies for yesterday. I needed a moment away, and it shouldn’t happen again before winter,” Alchan said, looking over the room. “Luykas, you and I discussed where Seanev should focus his efforts. Would you verify those with Bryn’s newest information and what we learned from the spring campaigns? I know you both must have done it already, but I want to see it again. I’m considering sending out a few smaller teams to disrupt places Seanev might not be able to make during summer.”

      Everyone was watching as Bryn and Luykas walked around the table, pointing out a number of different places on the map.

      “Bryn’s scouts found that even though we hit nine Elvasi camps in spring, Shadra has a few more. Based on this information, these three are Seanev’s targets.” Luykas pointed at three spots. “He knows them, has them marked on his map, and plans to hit them in this order.” Luykas tapped each one, going from the farthest from the village to the closest. None of them were within a week’s journey of the village. “There are also these four.” Luykas pointed out the next ones. “I think small teams going in and destroying their supply caches will cripple them, and they’ll be forced to withdraw from the area.”

      “Agreed,” Alchan said, leaning over the map. “Bryn, were your scouts able to get firm numbers on these locations?”

      “Yes, but they’re dated now. Shadra is probably still feeding men into the campsites in those valleys. All of my intel is a week old, at best. I won’t hear from the long-range scouts for another week, and you know how it is. That information comes in dated. I’ll write them down on markers,” her rogue husband said, grabbing little wood circles. Using ink, he wrote numbers on them, dropping them on each location, so Alchan could have a visual reference. “Seanev, with a thousand warriors, can take out a two-thousand soldier camp. I have faith in him.”

      “He’s also been told to come home if his casualties go over fifty percent,” Luykas added. “If spring is still a good indication, though, it shouldn’t come to that.”

      “Good, good,” Alchan said softly. “Let’s pick teams for the smaller missions. The more aggressive we can be, the better off we are—Nevyn, four teams, all good enough to run in small hit-and-run operations. Pick well because these will be the basis for the new elite units. You’re taking Kelsiana’s old job. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Nevyn said, bowing. “It’s an honor to continue her way.”

      “You better pick me for a team,” Mave said, smiling at him from across the room.

      “You can pick her, but you can’t send her anywhere. She promised me she’s going to take the summer off,” Alchan said, not looking at her until he was nearly done speaking, his expression unamused. “Remember?”

      Mave groaned, crossing her arms. “I’m the best you have.” She itched to get away from the drama of the camp and get back into the stark, easy reality of war. There was something clear about life on the battlefield. She knew who the enemy was and how to deal with them. That clarity eluded her in the village.

      “Yes, as you and everyone else in this room have reminded me multiple times,” Alchan said with a distinct lack of patience. “Which is why I can’t let you get worn out and possibly killed on what should be routine for the warriors going on these missions. You’ve been home for maybe a week. You have a new nemari. Let some other warriors get the glory of war. Besides, I need you by my side right now more than ever.”

      Mave huffed but didn’t offer an argument. When Alchan was done passing out orders to everyone in the room, they were given leave to disperse. She grabbed her father, keeping him from wandering off with Nevyn.

      “You better not go on a mission without me,” she said, eyeing him.

      “Senri has already made both of us promise not to go out to fight without each other. I’m in the same boat as you and have to take the summer off. Nevyn is going to whip these teams up with my help since I served under Kelsiana as well. No one who went out in spring is going on these missions. Do you mind if I recommend Matesh and Zayden, though? They’d be good for the job, and we can spare them.”

      “Not at all,” she said, smiling. “As long as they’re on the same team.”

      “Of course.” He smiled and patted her arm, then headed off to join Nevyn and Varon. As he disappeared from sight, a spicy scent filled her nose as thick arms wrapped around her waist.

      “You’re going to send us off to war?” Mat asked softly. He must have overheard Kian’s question and her answer.

      “If you want to go,” she said quietly. “Don’t think it won’t worry me every moment, but…”

      “It’s best if someone from the Company goes on any of these teams,” he finished for her. “We’ll probably all be put on them, eventually, but we’ll never get to go as a full unit again. Too much at stake now. Don’t worry, I’ll get me and Zayden back alive. If we’re on the same team, you don’t have to worry about a thing.”

      “You better,” she whispered, turning to him. He chuckled as she ran her hand through his hair and pulled him into a kiss.

      When it was over, Zayden was standing beside them, smiling broadly at Mat. “So, we’re going on a mission?”

      “Yeah, which means we’re getting really drunk tonight. Everyone is still partying from seeing off Seanev’s campaign. Might as well jump in and enjoy it.” Mat grinned in return. “No sitting it out this season for us.”

      “Great. I’ve been getting a little bored with the training.”

      “Are you two going to need some privacy tonight?” Mave asked, crossing her arms as she attempted to have a serious face. “If you do, we have that spare room—”

      Zayden grabbed her and yanked her into a fierce kiss.

      “If you think I’m going to miss out on a single night with you before this mission, you have lost your mind, female.”

      “Well, then, you should help me find it,” she teased, grabbing the belt he wore to hold him where he was. “Maybe I lost it in bed this morning.”

      “I’m more than happy to check every inch of the bedroom with you,” he murmured, kissing her again. “After several drinks with our friends.”

      “I’m fine with that,” she agreed, dragging her nails along the sensitive skin of his lower stomach, her fingers just under the belt.

      If I’m going to send them to war without me, I might as well do it right. I won’t have them for weeks, so it’s going to have to be good.

      Going to the center of the village, they each found themselves with a drink in their hands before they could even find a seat in the largest dining hall. The partying had started for the civilians the night before Seanev left, but the warriors left behind were drinking now, knowing they were stuck while their friends went off to war. War stories were told as everyone laughed and joked or even cried.

      Mave found a female warrior looking at her, a grin on her face.

      “Champion! Do you have any stories for us?”

      “Not ones you haven’t already heard,” Mave said, trying to sound disappointed. “I’m sorry. Everyone seems to tell my stories before I get the chance!”

      Andinna around them laughed. It was true. There were probably dozens of stories about her flying around the camp, some of them tall tales coming from the strange myth surrounding her. Even though Mave was young, she had a legendary reputation. She’d known that for years, but it was only the last year, she truly grew comfortable as the scary stories turned into stories of victory and belief in her. She was no longer the monster parents told their children to be scared of, but the warrior every child pretended to be when they played at war in the village.

      “Is it true you killed a chimera? Are those even real?” someone asked.

      “No, they aren’t!” someone called out. “That’s one of the fake ones.”

      Matesh started laughing too hard next to her. “And you believe the one where she killed a full-grown wyvern? That one isn’t real, but the chimera is true. I was there!”

      “Bullshit!” someone called. The room laughed.

      Mave reached for the closest hand, finding Zayden, who used it to move even closer.

      “It’s true. They’re from a strange land, but the Empire got ahold of one and made her fight it in front of the entire Colosseum.” Mat tried so hard to get everyone to believe him, but Mave knew it was a lost cause. She let him try anyway, but it became nearly comical as he got drunker and more adamant.

      On top of that, Zayden was sneaking his free hand up her thigh under the table. Turning his body, he leaned in to kiss her slowly.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “I want you,” he said in a husky, vulnerable voice.

      “Let’s go,” she whispered, kissing him as she slowly stood.

      “I won’t make it to the house,” he murmured as she tugged his hand to get him moving.

      “Then we’ll find a quiet corner,” she promised.

      It felt like something she shouldn’t do, which only made her want to do it more. These celebrations had a reputation Mave had heard about since her return—couples or more in the trees in quick, alcohol-driven meetings.

      They snuck out as best Mave could sneak out of any place, with fanfare and people wishing her goodnight. Mat caught up to them as they made their way into the woods.

      “Were you two going off to have fun without me?” he asked, grabbing her tail.

      “Possibly,” she said with a little smile.

      “Mean female who owns my heart,” he growled softly. The lights from the village’s torches were barely visible now. Mat moved his hand up her tail and grabbed her ass as she pushed Zayden into a tree, getting a delicious groan out of him. He liked it rough—every time, all the time. He loved when she pushed him around, even when he wasn’t in the mood. He was that type of male—a grouch who desperately hoped someone would take control of him and his emotions.

      Mat’s hands moved quickly, undoing the strings of her breeches. She knew what he would find as his hand slid between her legs—she wanted, and she was ready. He growled in her ear, shoving her leather breeches down farther. A moment later, she was kissing Zayden as Mat thrust, filling her in one steady movement.

      It was hard and furious, a need that went deeper than physical want. This was possibly their last time before they went off to battle. It could take only a day for Nevyn to mobilize the team, or it could take three days. There was no way of knowing. Between the urgency of the unknown and the need driven by alcohol, there was no way this moment would be slow and romantic. It was a stolen encounter, a bit of fun where someone could walk up on them, and none of them would care.

      Mat growled and groaned with every thrust. Zayden kept her nearly silent with his mouth, keeping it busy with his tongue, muffling every moan. Every thrust took her closer to the edge. The orgasm shattered her as her arms and knees shook. Mat held her as he thrust several more times, finally burying himself, biting her shoulder as he finished inside her.

      “Your turn,” she whispered breathlessly as Mat pulled out slowly.

      “Hold her,” Zayden ordered.

      Mave wasn’t too surprised when Mat kept his arms around her, and they turned, his back against the tree. Zayden reached down and hooked her thighs in his arms, his cock out. She wrapped her thighs around his hips at his direction, and he was hilt-deep in a single thrust. Leaning on Mat, she let Zayden take her hard.

      “Keep those eyes open,” Mat ordered. “He loves your eyes.”

      She gasped as Zayden fucked her quickly. Her body was sensitive, too sensitive as each stroke found places of feeling she had never felt before. With a sex life as active as hers, that was a strange experience.

      “I love you,” Mat whispered in her ear. “It’s amazing to watch you taken by him.”

      She gasped, and Mat shifted to bring one hand up, covering her mouth, just in time to stop her from screaming into the night.

      Zayden snarled as he moved his hips, taking her body like a conqueror. She normally controlled sex with this husband more than the others. Tonight was the first time he had ever made an effort to take control.

      He fucked her so hard, Mat lost his balance, and Zayden had to stop as her first husband went to the ground. Zayden followed them down, fucking her on top of Mat while Mat held her, helpless to the both of them.

      Finally, Zayden roared as Mave crested a second time. She clung to him as he buried himself and went with her, their bodies pulsing.

      “That’s a hell of a goodbye,” Mat said, panting underneath them. “I hope the hello when we get back lives up to it.”

      “Come back, and it will. Don’t worry about that,” she said, kissing Zayden before he had a chance to pull away. Once he was up and fixing himself, she sat up, got off Mat, and kissed him as well. “Come back, and it’ll be better.”
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      Two days later, Mat and Zayden left at dawn. She kissed them, promising to keep up her training, and they promised to come home alive. She didn’t care if their mission succeeded or not, only that they came home to her.

      It took her most of the morning to get to doing what she was supposed to be doing. She had a nemari to train and guide, however she was supposed to do that. She knew he was waiting for her outside in the clearing in front of their homes, too afraid to knock on the door. She knew she needed to move faster, but she couldn’t bring herself to rush. By the time she walked out, Emerian looked to be taking a nap, propped up against a tree.

      “Hope you’re comfortable,” she teased, smiling down at him as she drew close.

      He jumped up in a flurry of limbs that flailed around as he tried to make himself presentable. Mave tried not to laugh.

      “I don’t know how…”

      “It’s fine,” she said, her smile not fading. “I kept you waiting a bit too long than was right.”

      “It’s fine, Champion,” he replied, brushing dirt and pieces of grass off his breeches. When he looked up, his blood-red ruby eyes were worried. “Mat and Zayden left today. No one would fault you for taking the day to yourself.”

      “That’s not how we do things in this village. The best thing I can do for them is to stay sharp for when it’s my turn to go out and continue fighting…when our king lets me.” She was still agitated about being  stuck for the entire summer. She understood and had agreed, but she wanted to go out there and keep fighting. It was all she knew. It was her most comfortable place and made her feel more useful than helping in the village ever could.

      “I’m not worried about them. They’re both strong, capable, and experienced warriors who can think on their feet if anything goes wrong. They’ve both run these sorts of missions, and the Elvasi have proven incapable of dealing with the Andinna attacks. They don’t do war the way we do.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that recently,” Emerian commented.

      “Tell me what you think,” she ordered. She wasn’t a military commander, but if Emerian had the talent for it, she wanted to encourage him. She could inspire even if she didn’t truly lead. It wasn’t in her to lead strangers to their deaths. She’d experienced combat as a solitary thing for a long, lonely time and had no experience with it otherwise until recent years.

      “We strike fast and hard, even when it’s a daytime attack. The Elvasi, from history, marched into fields, then clashed with other armies, using cavalry and archer lines. They’re slower. It was just something on my mind. Makes me wonder how we really lost the first War.”

      “That was…” Mave sighed. “Some here would tell you it was my fault, but it was really the fault of those who came before us, our parents and grandparents.” She only had a couple of decades on Emerian, making them the same generation, those born right before the end of the War and the thousand years since. Her generation was one of Andinna who didn’t know the time before slavery. The generation right before hers was the generation born and had gone to War before they really hit the golden years of their prime. All of her husbands were born in that thousand-year period. Farther back in time, the generation before them were those at fault—the parents and grandparents.

      “They made bad decisions,” Emerian said softly.

      “They did. They could have won, they should have won, but they didn’t. They let their hearts get too involved.” A fault Mave sometimes had to work to avoid. That was why she tried not to fret over Mat and Zayden. It was an easy trap for anyone to fall into. She had done it before, letting her heart take over when her head was telling her the right things.

      “Is that why you’re so cold when you fight?” he asked, lowering his eyes.

      Mave opened her mouth but didn’t say the first thing that came to mind. They walked as she really considered her words. It took her a long time to really find the right thing to say, the best way to explain the strange way she approached the world and being a warrior.

      “For a long time, I was cold because I needed to survive. Anything other than cold was a weakness I couldn’t afford. If I let the other gladiators rile me, I could get sloppy, so I didn’t react at all. I focused on survival, one fight at a time, one day at a time. I’m still sometimes cold because…it’s the best place to be when you have to kill someone. There’s something…clear about it, a lack of emotion that allows for more critical thought. I see the world differently when I go there. It’s when I’m at my best.” She shrugged. “Most Andinna lead with their hearts, their passion. I try my best to detach myself. Sometimes, I wish I wasn’t an oddity.”

      “I don’t think you’re an oddity, but I do think you’re the only Andinna who knows how to be like that. That’s not really a bad thing. Maybe you could teach me, though. Then you won’t be an oddity,” Emerian pointed out with a chuckle.

      “I’ll try to teach you,” she promised softly, trying to sound as though she meant it.

      “Really?” He seemed so excited, and Mave wanted to make a sad, pitiful laugh, but she held it back, keeping herself light.

      “Yeah!” And I’ll pray you never succeed because it takes great trauma to develop that sense of self, and you don’t deserve that. No one deserves that.

      She liked his hopeful exuberance. He wanted so much, and she could see it burning in his eyes. So different from the jumpy, wary male who had shown up with Trevan and Dave, unsure of what he wanted or what he would find in Anden. So different from the rumors that he was a general nuisance to the other gladiators, trying to play to the more Elvasi side of his nature. Maybe that was another reason she liked him so much. Like her, he discovered the Andinna and their culture in its entirety and found his place. Coming to Anden was finding a home that had been waiting for centuries for their return. His history didn’t really bother her, even if she took those similarities away. Luykas was half-Elvasi and had moments when it was apparent in his distinct way of looking at situations and behavior. Even she had hang-ups with certain parts of Andinna culture because of her life in the Empire. All any of them could do was try to look past those hang-ups and embrace their new lives, some newer than others.

      They went to their small clearing, and Mave started them off with simple stretching, wanting to instill that good habit into her nemari. It went by quickly, then she found wooden practice weapons, a variety of them kept in a shed in the clearing, letting him have his pick first. He chose the axe, and she picked up the spear.

      “I’ve never seen you with anything but a sword,” he pointed out as she tested its weight in her hands.

      “I prefer short swords. I’m unpracticed with everything else now,” she explained, looking down at the spear. “I could manage a long sword, but most of these weapons I only picked up during my tenure as the Champion in the Colosseum, and I was desperate. Once I became Champion, it was hard to disarm me, so I rarely touched anything else.”

      “You would take a weapon from the dead to keep fighting,” he said softly, looking at her carefully.

      “I would,” she confirmed. “And I stayed alive. That’s why I’m making you use each of these to get a feel for them. My biggest mistakes on the sands were caused by a lack of familiarity. I would lose my gladius and grab the closest thing I could, but wouldn’t know how to use it. Once, I grabbed a battle axe a lot like yours. I was still young and didn’t have the strength for it. Nearly met my end that day as I tried to use it, letting fear push me instead of thought.”

      She realized how closely he was watching her. There was something intent, his eyes on the spear.

      “Are you upset I picked up a spear?” she asked.

      “It’s an Elvasi weapon, isn’t it?”

      “Yes and no,” she answered with a shrug. “It’s a weapon and can be deadly in the hands of a warrior, soldier, or even a child. There are many Andinna who use it.” She had seen a lot of spears during the spring campaign. Nevyn had fifty warriors willing to use them, and from the air, the spear was vicious. They could swoop in and kill their enemy without getting too close, much like Andinna archers, who could fly in formation and rain arrows down on the enemy without being in danger. She looked at the spear in her hand, paying close attention to the details as she spun it in her hand.

      “Now, this is an Elvasi style spear, but with only minor differences from our own. See the way they worked the tip? It goes in smoothly, but it’s hard to pull out without ripping up the flesh, and I bet it easily gets stuck in the body.” She ran her hand on the wooden tip that was carved exceptionally well. It would be deadly if it was steel.

      “What about Andinna spears?” he asked, stepping closer, looking at what she was pointing out.

      “We don’t use the serrated edges. Our spears are smooth, meant to go into flesh with ease and come out. Imagine an Andinna in the air whose weapon gets stuck in a body. It wouldn’t go well for our warrior. He or she would be vulnerable. So Andinna weapons are made sharp and smooth, so we can kill quickly and move onto the next enemy.”

      “How do you know all this?” He looked at her eyes now, and she caught the respect there.

      “Some of it I picked up without realizing in the pits. A lot of it, I’ve learned since leaving the Empire.” And most of it comes from the private lessons with Kristanya.

      “I can’t believe I spent my entire life working in the fields while you learned all of this,” he said, sighing. “I feel like I wasted time. We’re practically the same age, and you’ve done so much more with your life and your time.”

      “You didn’t have much of a choice. We were slaves, Emerian, and the circumstances of our lives were decided by others. You’re learning now, so that’s all that matters.”

      “I could have tried harder,” he countered. “I could have tried to make friends instead of…”

      She heard the regret and could only guess at the source. From her point of view, there were many possibilities—regret he had neglected his Andinna nature for so long and tried to be Elvasi instead, regret for his judgment of them, regret he might have led to other Andinna being hurt.

      “Tell me something…” She eyed him—the pretty face, long, pointed ears like a pure Elvasi, lean body and shorter than most male Andinna, dark skin, so unlike any Andinna she had met, his blood-red horns, wings, and tail. “Was that even an option? Were there any Andinna willing to take you into their groups or communities?”

      “I never tried to find out.”

      “I don’t think you would have found a place with them,” she told him honestly. “You’re too Elvasi for any Andinna slave to want around. In the pits, mutts rarely survived a year. A few times, I saw them last the decade, but they were all like you, part Elvasi, hated the moment they walked into the pits. Were your decisions in the pits poor ones? Probably. But I think they might have been the only real option you had. That’s why I don’t judge you for them.”

      “That…thanks,” he said lamely, nodding his acceptance. She was impressed by his ability to listen.

      “I killed a lot of our people because I needed to survive,” Mave reminded him. “And while that probably wasn’t the smartest decision at the time…it was the only option I could see. I understand.”

      “Between you and Luykas, I finally have people who understand,” he whispered, looking at the spear in her hand. “Do you think you could teach me more about weapons today? Just…information. I want to know more. We spar a lot, and I’m not saying it’s bad, but…”

      Mave lifted the spear back to eye level, considering his suggestion. Sparring could wait. He was right; he needed more of a real education, something she needed to facilitate as his warrior.

      “That’s fine. There’s a lot we could go over, and if I don’t know the answer to any of your questions, I know Andinna who will be able to answer.” She waved him to follow her back to the shack full of training weapons. Together, they went over every weapon in the shack as Mave explained to him different fighting techniques she had seen over the years, both Andinna and Elvasi.

      “Archers are a problem for us,” she said as her fingers trailed over a bow. “I was never very good with it, but I tried my hand at it once. Bows were banned in the Colosseum, thanks to me.”

      “Really?” He didn’t believe her, and she didn’t fault him.

      “I tried to kill Shadra,” she explained with a small smile. “I was young and inexperienced. If I had spent another decade practicing, maybe I would have hit her, and we wouldn’t be here today.”

      “Or we would be dealing with Emperor Lothen,” he countered. “Who was objectively worse. I know you had history with him, but every slave knew he was a monster, thanks to his mother.”

      “Good point,” she conceded, acknowledging he brought up a valid point. “Our people might have died out years ago if he’d had power while he was still young. Now, back to the weapons. A bow in the hands of the right Andinna is deadly.”

      “Is it possible to fire from the air?” he asked, frowning. “I’ve never seen anyone do it.”

      “I have, but it’s not common. The arrows can fall out of the quiver if the Andinna isn’t careful. That’s something we can ask Varon about. He has the best eye in the valley, if not of every Andinna alive. It’s unnatural. He doesn’t miss.”

      “Yeah, that priest is crazy,” Emerian agreed, chuckling. Mave liked the sound. “His husband is downright insane.”

      “Nevyn is Nevyn.” Mave sighed. “He was considered the best of the Andinna before me. He’s probably still more proficient with most of these weapons. He’s a master like that.”

      “But? I hear a but.”

      “He can’t beat me when I’m using the morok. He can’t beat me with any of these weapons.” With a shrug, she walked out, letting him follow. “Let’s go look in on training. I know Trevan is training some of the more inexperienced Andinna to fight against the Elvasi. Let’s stop in.”

      “Okay. I mean, I sparred with him for over a year, so I think—”

      Mave turned back to him, and a simple look silenced whatever he was about to say. She raised an eyebrow slowly, waiting for him to continue. The silence stretched out.

      “Keep going,” she ordered.

      “I think I know how to fight the Elvasi,” he said softly.

      “You know how to spar against your friend,” she corrected. “That might give you an edge in one-on-one combat, but did he ever really sit down and explain Elvasi fighting techniques? Did he get a net and teach you how to cut out of them by finding the weak points? Did he teach you what rows of Elvasi soldiers were the most vulnerable to attack?”

      “No,” Emerian said in a drawn-out way. “Is that what he’s teaching everyone else?”

      “It is,” she confirmed, smiling. “He’s talking about the Elvasi ranking structure, how to find leaders to take them out. How to dodge net throws, the weaknesses of their weapons, and the strengths. He’s talking about how Elvasi archers aim for specific weak points we have. Not kill shots, but how to get us out of the air, so they can then kill us while we’re vulnerable.”

      “Do you know all of this?” he asked, but not disrespectfully.

      “I had to pick much of it up over this past winter before leaving on the spring campaign. Come on. Knowing and not needing something is better than needing it and not knowing.”

      “Of course.”

      Walking to another clearing, she was able to pick Trevan out easily, with Kian at his side. Trevan never trained Andinna alone. Whenever he was scheduled, he did so with someone protecting him. She never had the duty, but she knew every single one of her husbands had, and so did Kian, Nevyn, and Varon. It wasn’t often Trevan had the chance to train since his duty to protect and help Dave took precedence.

      “Now, when you approach an Elvasi using a net, how do you take him down without risking your own safety?” Trevan loudly asked the Andinna in front of him. No one answered. Some were looking past him at Mave, who lifted a finger over lips, a universal symbol of silence. Catching those Andinna looking beyond, Kian turned slowly and grinned. He said nothing as she snuck up behind her Elvasi friend.

      “Anyone?” Trevan sounded annoyed at the silence, running a hand over his face. “Come on, we’ve been over it—AH!”

      Mave reached out and pinched his side, making the Elvasi jump nearly two feet in the air. Everyone laughed as Trevan spun around. She tried to keep a straight face, but a smile cracked through as Kian howled with laughter.

      “You don’t,” she answered. “You keep him occupied while one of your fellow warriors comes around to attack from the back because the Elvasi will use the net to trap your weapon if he has to.”

      His face was somewhat pale from the scare she just gave him, but he smiled, nodding in appreciation of her answer.

      “That’s definitely the best option. What do you do when you’re alone?”

      “You fake him out and get him to commit to throwing his net, losing his best weapon. While he’s still trying to draw up his sword, you go in for the kill,” she quickly answered. “But never commit to an attack while he’s holding the net. That is a good way to get killed.”

      “You’ve been netted,” Kian said nonchalantly. “Remember?”

      Groaning, Mave reached out and pushed her father for bringing that up.

      “A mistake I’ll never make again. They were aiming to capture me, however. I do think Trevan is asking with the idea a net is for the kill.”

      “I am,” the Elvasi agreed, nodding. “I never knew you got netted, though. I don’t know the story.”

      “We were ambushed in Olost,” she explained quickly. “There was a bounty out on my head, back when Shadra wanted me returned to her, not just dead. Skies, it feels like ages ago.”

      “It practically was. We left Olost two years ago now,” Kian said, rubbing his jaw with a thoughtful expression. “To think, you only spent about a year there, if that.”

      “Yeah.” She had spent more time free in Anden than she ever had in Olost. She wondered for a moment if she ever wanted to go back and quickly decided she didn’t. She felt at home in Anden, even with a war going on around them. There was no reason to go back to Olost. There was nothing important to her there.

      “So, what brought the two of you here?” Trevan finally asked. “Emerian is yours to train now. I don’t want him back.” It was said in obvious jest and made her chuckle at her nemari’s expense, who growled at the Elvasi.

      “I thought we were friends!” Emerian grumbled as Trevan laughed as well.

      “We are, but you were always a nightmare to train. You got better once we made it here, but back in the pits? It was like teaching a child table manners,” Trevan countered. “Don’t deny it.”

      “Whatever,” Emerian mumbled, looking away. She reached out and squeezed his arm, trying to comfort him before turning back to her Elvasi.

      “We decided to leave sparring off the plan today and sit in and get some education from you. You didn’t give him full lessons, not that anyone expected you to. I think it’s important to his education, though.”

      “That’s fine. You can help me, and he can go hang out with the others. You know all of this.” Trevan waved Emerian to stand with the other Andinna, who made space for him in the front row. She watched carefully, making sure none of them tried anything against her half-Elvasi mutt. He belonged to her now, and she would gut any of them for bullying him.

      Trevan launched back into his lesson. Mave found a spot to stand next to Kian, who threw an arm over her shoulder. Trevan talked and talked and talked, asking questions as he went. Emerian, as Mave noted proudly, answered most of them, obviously attentive to everything Trevan was saying.

      “He’s a good student,” Kian noted softly as the warriors moved into a circle around Trevan to watch him demonstrate something. “Emerian.”

      “He is,” she agreed.

      “What are you going to do about his plain face?” her father asked. “I know you hated being that way, so I figured you would have already forced him to get his tatua done.”

      “He’s not ready,” she said softly. “Last year, I would have, but after seeing him over the last few seasons and watching him, he’s not ready.”

      “The first tatua doesn’t need someone to be ready, daughter. It just makes him an adult. He’s your age. I know Luykas and Alchan held off since he wanted to wait because he’s a mutt and shit, but it’s been over a year. He’s here, and he’s living our lifestyle now.”

      She agreed with all of that, but something was missing. “He…” She couldn’t put her finger on it for a moment and watched the training continue as she thought about it. Trevan was showing the warriors how the Elvasi use the net. The Andinna had stolen dozens of Elvasi weapons just for training exercises like this. She looked at Emerian, watching intently.

      “He’s not Andinna yet,” she finally said softly. “He’s so close, but there’s something missing.” The right word came finally as she watched more. “He’s missing passion,” she decided. “There’s something every Andinna has in them, even the ones I hate. Passion. A violent passion. We laugh when we fight. We cheer as blood is spilled. He’s not there yet, and I think he needs to be there for him to truly embrace being Andinna and getting his tatua.”

      “He won’t have that until he goes out to fight,” Kian whispered, leaning in. “Does that mean you plan on bringing him with us on our next missions?”

      “Yes,” she confirmed, nodding slowly. “He’s ready enough for that, and I think he needs to take that last step. He’s not like me and Luykas. Luykas, from his own stories, was able to find his place in Anden before he reached adulthood, and I always craved acceptance among Andinna. Neither of us ran from being Andinna. Emerian did. I don’t blame him, but he did. I don’t think tatua is just adulthood for him, but a final decision between his Elvasi and his Andinna natures. First, we need to find out how deep his Andinna nature really is.”

      “When did you become so wise?” her father asked, sighing. “I can’t say I disagree with you when you put it that way.”

      “Blame Alchan and Luykas. They’re the ones who made the decision. I’ve just found myself agreeing with them.”

      Kian chuckled. “The king and his ivory shadow once again prove to be smarter than everyone else.”

      “What?” Mave frowned at the usage of ‘Ivory Shadow.’

      “No one ever told you the story?” Kian tilted his head to the side as he looked at her. “That’s how we got our name. As they were growing up, Luykas got the nickname of being Alchan’s ivory shadow. He followed Alchan everywhere. They were never really apart. When we discovered Alchan was the new king, Luykas was the first to pledge himself to Alchan as a member of the royal guard. Those of us who were there and pledged ourselves to defend the new king, decided we would follow in Luykas’ footsteps and become the king’s royal guard as well. The idea of the Ivory Shadow Mercenary Company came later down the road, but you’ve heard us say it. The Company has always been the royal guard.”

      “I remember,” she said, smirking. “I just never heard anyone call them that before. The king and his ivory shadow.” She snorted, thinking about it.

      “Well, it used to be the prince and his ivory shadow,” Kian corrected. “I think only Nevyn and I say it now and never when they’re around. Don’t tell them I finally told you.”

      She laughed silently at the idea of Alchan and Luykas being annoyed over an old nickname, but she could see it. There was a mission she still didn’t know about because every time one of the Company mentioned it, someone else would growl they weren’t supposed to talk about it, normally, Alchan.

      It was midday when Trevan declared he was finished. He was sweating as he walked to Emerian and shook his friend’s hand.

      “You did good,” the Elvasi said with a smile.

      “Thanks,” Emerian said with a grin in return.

      Mave’s heart thumped when they both turned to her.

      “What?” she demanded as they stared.

      “What did you think of the lesson? I’ve been trying to streamline it.” Trevan walked closer. “And Emerian did well, don’t you think?”

      “He did.” She looked over her nemari. “How do you feel? Was it an educational morning for you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Now, let’s find something to do for the rest of the day. Trevan, do you have any plans?”

      “I don’t. Dave has been walking with Learen recently, so I’ve had more free time.”

      “Kian?” She turned on her father, eyeing him. “Want to find something to do with us, or do you have plans?”

      “I’m going home to Senri. You three have fun.” Kian removed his arm finally and launched into the air.

      “What do you have in mind?” Trevan asked, tilting his head to the side.

      Mave looked at Emerian before she answered. She had to get him ready. She didn’t want him to become her, but she couldn’t hold him back, not if she ever wanted him to fully accept being Andinna.

      “Well, Emerian has never fought a gryphon rider. Maybe we can find a midday meal and work on that,” she said with a shrug, trying not to show them how pressing she thought it was. “You’ve gotten good at riding him, and I’ve seen them fight before. It can be a learning exercise for all of us.”
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      Trevan rubbed his gryphon’s beak as Mave and Emerian walked up. He’d never tried to ride Vahn for anything aside from transport. He hadn’t known how to ride a gryphon before Mave brought Vahn back and gave him to the only Elvasi in their camp. Trevan had been grateful, but that didn’t make him an expert about the Elvasi cavalry.

      He couldn’t deny her idea was sound. The more practice everyone got, training in the air, the better. The gryphon riders the Elvasi were using were the wild cards of every battle. Only a few Andinna had practice fighting against them, and Trevan had seen the injuries they could inflict with his own eyes.

      “I’m going to be the first to say this, but I think this might be a really stupid idea,” Emerian said as he looked at Vahn with concern. “What if one of us gets hurt?”

      “Then we’ll see a healer,” Mave countered. She walked right up beside Trevan and reached out. Vahn knew her, more than any other Andinna in the valley. For some reason, he knew she was the reason he was alive. Trevan could relate as the gryphon leaned into her touch and rubbed his beak against her hand. “Do you want a snack?” she asked the beast softly. She pulled her free hand from behind her back and revealed a fish, holding it out. “Gently,” she ordered as the gryphon realized a meal was being presented to him. He reached out and took it from her, then swallowed it whole.

      “You’re spoiling my mount,” Trevan accused, chuckling as the gryphon sniffed around for more, pulling against the lead Trevan had on him.

      “I am,” she agreed, rubbing the beast’s beak. “I brought him here, so I’m allowed to.”

      “He’s a novelty you enjoy having around, and that makes you like him more. Admit it,” he teased, grinning.

      “Just like his rider,” she fired back, smiling. Trevan’s face flushed, and he turned, so she couldn’t see it. He hadn’t expected her to call out the similarities between him and his gryphon and their place in her world. He was just that—a novelty—the Elvasi who wanted to help the Andinna. The Elvasi who didn’t really have a place in their community, but he was there anyway, just like the gryphon. Neither of them had anywhere else to go, so they stayed in the valley and tried to be helpful.

      “So, how do we want to do this?” Emerian asked, oblivious to what had just happened or sounded like it, anyway. Trevan didn’t think he was deaf and blind, just choosing to ignore what had just happened.

      “We’ll use wooden weapons for safety,” Mave declared, stepping back to look around. “Can you go get some from that shack? A spear and some moroks. Or a long sword for Trevan. Spear will probably be best.”

      Trevan heard Emerian jog away without replying to his warrior and looked at the male running across the field. Emerian went into the shack, coming back out with three wooden moroks and a wooden spear.

      “As for you and Vahn,” she continued, looking at him. “Use the spear or a sword. That’s what I saw the Elvasi using. They try for range, and the gryphon does most of the work in the air. He’s trained to tear us apart in combat, and I think it would help you to learn what he can really do.”

      “Of course, it would, but I’m not trained by the Elvasi, and I don’t want to hurt anyone with him by accident,” Trevan countered. That was why he had never tried to do this sort of training. “I don’t know what he responds to or how to make him stop once he gets started. It took me a season to get him healthy and flying with me on his back. It took two weeks of that season for me to learn how to control him on simple flights.” Trevan would never forget those weeks as he tested the waters with Vahn. There was a lot of yelling and a lot of laughter as he tried to enter the skies, using a mount, so he could keep up with the Andinna he lived around. Once he had the hang of it, being with Vahn was a boon, but he would never forget the work he had to put into it. It made him respect Vahn’s power—he could throw Trevan on his worst day and kill him on his best.

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” she said, seemingly without a worry in the world. She took the wooden spear from Emerian and looked it over before handing it to Trevan. “You know how to use the Elvasi spear. Just act as if you’re on the back of a horse.”

      “I was never a member of the cavalry,” he tried to remind her. “I was a foot soldier. I was a good foot soldier, but a foot soldier, nonetheless.”

      “Well, now you’ll be more,” she said, smiling. “Come on. You might need this one day, and it’s better if you train with us than with someone who might take advantage and try to use it to hurt you.”

      “You really don’t trust anyone,” he commented, somewhat indulgently. “There’s not many here that trust me, but I don’t think I have anything to worry about anymore.”

      “I won’t take those chances.” She stepped back, crossing her arms with clear expectation. He stared at her for a moment, trying to fight this. He didn’t think this training was going to go the way she wanted it to. “Well? Mount and get into the air. I’ll go first.”

      With a sigh, he grabbed Vahn’s neck feathers, using them as leverage to pull himself up. Luckily, someone had scavenged a saddle for him because there would be no way he could do this bareback. With only the most minimal encouragement, Vahn jumped into the air, his wings beating hard as he gained altitude over the field. Below him, Trevan watched as Mave pointed Emerian to the side, out of the way before she joined him in the sky.

      “Now, I want you to lift the spear and try to attack me!” she called out.

      “Are you ready?” he asked his mount softly. “Let’s not hurt her, okay? We don’t need that kind of trouble.”

      Trevan wanted to groan, but he lifted the spear, holding Vahn’s reins with one hand, struggling to balance himself. He tapped his heels and sent the gryphon flying toward her at a speed he wasn’t ready for. She dodged the spear easily, but Vahn did something Trevan didn’t expect. As Mave moved to their side, her wooden sword raised and ready to strike, the gryphon turned sharply, making a bird-like scream, and swiped at her. Trevan didn’t see if it hit, but Mave dropped ten feet.

      “Woah!” he yelled, yanking the reins. Vahn fought as Mave went under them and came up on their open side.

      Trevan felt the wooden sword hit his thigh but ignored it as Vahn tried to spin on their sparring partner, swiping out again at the Andinna. She went up and over them this time.

      “Mave, I don’t know how to control him!” Trevan called, realizing the gryphon was acting on instinct. He held the reins, pulling back to hopefully figure out what would make Vahn stop. “Mave, stop!”

      He found her again, hovering twenty feet away. Vahn saw her as well, and Trevan wondered if the gryphon would go for her now that she had distance.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, her volume just barely loud enough for him to hear clearly. “It’s going well. We’re learning something.”

      “I don’t trust this,” he called out, trying to angle Vahn to land again. The gryphon did as he asked but remained wary as Mave landed and walked to them. She walked with the same confidence she always had, but there was a wariness from her as well. “He doesn’t either. Now he thinks you’re the enemy. You can see it. Look at how he’s reacting to you.” For safety, Trevan looked around the clearing and saw Emerian walking slowly to them. He didn’t want the mutt to accidentally sneak up on them and spook Vahn, so he angled the gryphon so he could see both Andinna.

      “I see,” she said softly. “I’m sorry. I was hoping he would be okay with a simple exercise, but…”

      “Mave, they must have trained him to kill Andinna to save his rider,” he pointed out sadly. “He’s not safe for this type of training.” He took her concentration on Vahn as a chance to see if she was okay. She wasn’t. He could see the bleeding on her thigh. “He injured you. Even though you spoil him, he was still okay with tearing your thigh open.”

      “Yeah…” She looked down with a frown he had seen countless times before. The frown told him a hundred things. She hated to be wrong, hated misjudging the situation. “I’ll get it looked at,” she promised quietly. “I’m sorry. I thought this might work. You could join us in battle one day, and it would be good training for everyone here…”

      “He’s taught to kill you,” Trevan reminded her softly, dismounting. He normally would let go of the gryphon’s reins and let the beast do what it wanted, but Trevan couldn’t trust that now. “I don’t know if we can break that conditioning, especially with weapons coming at him. He’s probably seen a lot of his own kind die. I definitely don’t trust taking him into a fight where we’re going against his own kind. He’s as likely to turn and attack the closest Andinna.”

      “I don’t doubt it,” she agreed, reaching down to massage her thigh, the wooden morok discarded on the grass. “Why don’t both of you take the day off? This…this didn’t go the way I wanted. I’m sorry, I won’t suggest this again.”

      He watched her turn around and walk away. He could see the limp and the defeated slump in her shoulders, a sight he had never witnessed before. Even at her lowest, he had only ever seen her walk tall.

      “I can help,” he called out. “With the leg. Emerian, you know where I keep our aid kit, yeah?”

      “I do,” the mutt said, nodding as he finally reached them. “I’ll meet you at our home with it ready.”

      “Thank you.”

      When Trevan looked back at her, she was watching them.

      “I can tend it on my own,” she said softly.

      “I know you can, but Vahn did it, and I feel responsible. I should have been more insistent about not being comfortable with this.

      “This wasn’t your fault,” she said. He put himself between her and Vahn as they left the clearing. “I…I don’t often have ideas that might be useful. It’s not what I spend my time doing. I was hoping I was onto something that could be useful. I have to make sure Emerian is ready for missions with me, and this would have been helpful. I don’t want to see him get taken out by a gryphon before he even has a chance.”

      “I understand. I think there are better ways, though. Maybe take him hunting? The Andinna hunt the occasional gryphon. Or just aerial sparring.”

      “I wanted him to get the feel of flying with a gryphon near him,” she said softly, rubbing her hands together. “You’re right, though. There has to be another way to teach him this without risking anyone.”

      By the time they made it back to their cliffside, Emerian was waiting at the door, holding a small leather bag.

      “Found it!” the young mutt called out, lifting it high above his head.

      Trevan tied Vahn up in his small holding area, then helped Mave up the stairs. She rolled her eyes when he took her arm to give support.

      “My own husbands—”

      “Would kill me and your nemari if we didn’t treat you with the proper respect after you’ve been injured training with us,” he said sharply, cutting her off. “And I wouldn’t blame them.”

      Mostly, I don’t want them to see you walking around with a defeated slump because your plan didn’t work. I don’t like seeing it myself.

      He shut them in his house and found her a seat at his table. Pulling a small knife from her belt, she cut open her breeches farther, exposing the entire injury. Trevan grabbed a washcloth from a bowl of hot water Emerian had set up before they made it back. Going to his knees in front of her, he looked over the scratch as he cleaned off the blood. The bleeding was already slowing, an Andinna trait he wished he had. He bled as much as any human or dwarf, but the Andinna had a special way to subconsciously slow their bleeding. He’d seen it keep countless gladiators alive long enough to treat their injuries and fall into a healing sleep after fighting on the sands.

      “They aren’t deep,” he declared, nodding with satisfaction after her leg was cleaned. “That’s good. Be careful a couple days, and they’ll scar, but—”

      “They can join the others.” Mave shrugged. “I just hope I didn’t ruin my relationship with Vahn. I didn’t want to scare him, but I think I did.”

      “He’ll be fine,” Trevan said, shaking his head at her worry. “Bring him a leg of something, and you’ll win him back.” He dropped the bloody washcloth into the bowl, the water turning red.

      “It makes me wonder who takes care of them,” Emerian commented as he picked up the bowl. “If they kill Andinna…”

      “Humans,” Trevan said sharply. “Andinna slaves don’t help with the army or navy. There’s a ban on it. They use low ranking humans to tend mounts.”

      “I didn’t know that,” Mave said softly. Trevan met her gaze, feeling a sudden wave of guilt as memories came flooding back. Years of training for his position and to keep his skills sharp. The things he had seen and had been expected to do during those months were ones he tried to never think about.

      “It’s common knowledge,” he said, trying to dismiss it. “Um…”

      “There’s nothing wrong with knowing,” she said gently. “Trevan, you were an Elvasi soldier. You were a guard in the pits. Of course, you would know things about their military.”

      “I try to only tell you the useful things. That’s not useful. In fact, it’s not helpful at all.” He stood and stepped away from her, sighing. “The only time I saw Andinna around during our training was…” He trailed off as the source of his guilt came to the surface.

      “The Andinna were banned from helping your military unless they were going to die,” she filled in for him. “I understand.” He watched her stand and stretch her injured leg. “I’ll leave you alone. Trevan, there’s nothing to feel guilty about. You were living the only life you could, and it led you to helping me, the Company, and my people. Everyone has their own journey to take, and now you’re here. Consider it in the past and forget about it. No one is judging you.”

      “Have a nice day,” he said softly as she walked out. Emerian looked at him sadly, then followed her, off to do his duty as her nemari. Trevan was left alone in the cliffside home with a bowl of bloody water. He took the mess into the kitchen and quickly drained it, using some of his fresh water supply to rinse it off. Noticing she left her dagger on his table, he cleaned and sharpened the knife, deciding he would give it to Emerian when he returned for the night.

      The guilt faded slowly. He knew none of the Andinna he liked judged him for what he once was. He’d always been loyal to the Andinna cause, even if he had to do things he didn’t want to talk about, things he tried to forget. He used his knowledge of the Elvasi army to help the Andinna.

      There’s nothing I can do about the past…only the future.

      He tried to keep that thought close as he tended his shared home. He took great care, knowing it was the best home he’d ever had. He had a nice apartment in Elliar while working in the pits, but this place was growing on him. It made him feel connected to the Andinna in a way he had never felt before. He lived like them, ate like them, and trained like them. In some ways, his continued help with the Andinna’s side of the rebellion was penance for the life he lived in Elliar.

      He genuinely enjoyed it more. It was simple, raw. The Andinna stripped life and its trimmings down to the barest necessities, something he found pleasant after his first few seasons. He was even sleeping on the floor now, finding it to be cool and comfortable. Many mornings, he woke up off his mattress, curled into furs away from it. It was nice having so much space, no longer confined to the idea of a bed.

      But the botched training made him remember one very important fact.

      I’m not Andinna.

      He was falling ever more in love with their culture. He found simple pleasure in the way they lived, the honest way they spoke to each other, the wisdom their way of life gave them. He loved the way they looked at the sky as if they loved and revered it. They talked about balance, and he had seen a year of their rituals, how even the worst of them still respected the world they lived in. Even the roughest, meanest of the gladiators were quiet and respectful on Al Moro Nat, a strange night to honor the dead.

      But he always had to remind himself of one important detail.

      I’m not Andinna, and I never will be. They’re allowing me to see their culture, but they’ll never let it be my culture, and they shouldn’t. I’m Elvasi, and I have no right to it, not after everything my people have done to them.

      He sighed as he finished his daily household chores for the second time. He had done all of this when he woke up, ushering Dave and Emerian out the door, so neither of them would be late to their appointments. Dave was in the war room every day, and Emerian had to be awake before dawn, so he could be ready to assist Mave. Trevan didn’t have to be anywhere until midmorning, so he took the time to tend their home.

      With nothing to do, he started a slow roast for dinner that would be done by sunset. He didn’t know who would be home for the last meal of the day, but he made it, anyway. Emerian sometimes ate with Mave and her family, and Dave was developing the habit of eating at the war room while he worked with Learen.

      Once the roast was set, Trevan knew he didn’t have to watch it, so he decided it was a good time to bathe. He grabbed a small bag with his cleaning items and began the slow hike up to his favorite spring. It was too small for Andinna to use, thanks to their wings, so he had claimed it for him and Dave over the past winter.

      It was another thing he loved about the mountains and the way of life he never thought he would get to see. He knew Elvasi who scoffed at the Andinna, calling them rough and uncultured, claiming the Andinna had needed the Empire’s intervention because they were savages.

      Trevan sank into the hot spring and couldn’t figure out how anyone would think that. There was beauty in simplicity. It wasn’t uncultured, but honest in its beauty, honest in its brutality. The Andinna accepted the world and found their place in it. They didn’t try too hard to change it to suit their own needs or wants. They adapted.

      I would choose this over the trappings of the Empire any day. I wonder if Alchan would permit me to stay when this is all over. I don’t want to go back.

      “Hey, Trevan!” someone called. He opened his eyes and saw Dave walking over. There was barely enough space for both of them in the spring, but he didn’t say anything as the human stripped down and stepped in, finding a way to sink in and get comfortable. “Hope you don’t mind. Walking has made my legs sore, and I wanted to soak before settling in for dinner and sleep.”

      “I don’t mind,” he said kindly, smiling at the young man. Dave and Trevan looked to be a similar age, but there were centuries between them. “I was just thinking…do you think Alchan will let us stay here once the war is over?”

      “I plan to stay,” he said, shrugging. “No one has told me I can’t, but…” The human wisely moved a finger between them. “I won’t be in their hair as long.”

      “True,” Trevan agreed, sighing. “I was just thinking about how much I like it here. I don’t want to go back to Elliar.”

      “Can you?” Dave asked, obviously confused.

      “Well, they could always ask me to go to Olost,” he reminded the human. “There are ways for them to get rid of me once this is over.”

      “I don’t think they will. You’re loyal, strong, and Mave’s friend. Alchan might be the king, but there’s very little I’ve seen him not give her. I think if she asked for an entire staff of Elvasi prisoners to clean her house, he would try to oblige.” Dave shrugged. “He can be indulgent with her, not that she would ever ask for an entire staff of Elvasi, she’s not like that. But if she knew you wanted to stay in Anden when this was all over, Alchan would probably help you get a home and work so you could stay. You’re already considered a valuable advisor to him.”

      “Really?” Trevan frowned. He barely spoke to the king and for good reason. The male was busy, and he was the king. Trevan just tried to be useful and not cause any trouble that might bring the dominant male down on his head.

      “Yeah, he’s spoken about it,” Dave explained. “I hear everything in my place. They ignore me, not in a bad way, but they sometimes forget I’m in the room working on the supply manifests. He, Luykas, and Nevyn talk about everything under the sun. I know they’re annoyed with Kenav right now because some of the former gladiators are ignoring their unit commanders to follow Kenav. Kenav is brushing it off, saying the gladiators want to follow someone they know, and Alchan can’t find a good way to put his foot down.”

      “Sounds like trouble is brewing,” Trevan muttered, shaking his head. “Kenav was a problem in the pits.”

      “I remember,” Dave said softly. “He pretty much made the gladiators a united front against the guards, didn’t he?”

      “Hmm.” Trevan nodded. “I would say eighty percent of the gladiators followed his lead. The other twenty percent were split into much smaller groups—Mave on her own, the other prized fighters in their own small packs, and some stragglers who never made it very long or pissed him off at some point. He would incite violence, but we could never pin it on him, even though we knew it was him whispering in their ears. He never gave us information, either. He caused mayhem because it kept us busy and kept his Andinna safe. He was good at playing us. There was nothing wrong with that because he was just trying to keep them alive, but…”

      “We’ve both always been loyal to Mave, so that puts us on the opposite side of him, and we see his actions differently,” Dave filled in, obviously unsure if he was correct.

      “That’s right.”

      They let silence fall, then Dave left, waving goodbye as he trotted back down the trail toward their home. Trevan sank deeper into the water, resisting the need to check on dinner. He stubbornly stayed in the water because it felt like he would one day lose this, and he wasn’t ready for that. Instead, he thought about training.

      Mave’s intentions had been honorable and sound. She was right, the Andinna needed more experience against the newest addition to Shadra’s army. The gryphon riders hadn’t existed during the first war. They were a special project she had secretly developed since then—a thousand years of breeding to create gryphons that would allow a rider. It was ingenious, taking away Andinna advantage of owning the skies.

      There was no way to do it safely, which was troublesome. She had mentioned him fighting for the Andinna beside her one day, and he wanted that. He never let himself consider it before because he couldn’t fly, but now he let the idea hit him, and he wanted it. He was good with a sword and several other weapons. He was a smart soldier with centuries of practice. He could be an asset on the battlefield. But he wasn’t Andinna. He couldn’t fly and join their ranks, and Vahn…Vahn’s behavior closed that door on him before he even realized there had been a door. He wouldn’t risk lives just so he had a chance to die in a blaze of battlefield glory.

      He leaned back and stared at the sky, now growing darker by the moment. The red moon was absent this night, allowing him to see the first stars in the night sky.

      “Dinner is probably ready,” he whispered, putting aside his own disappointment. He rose out of the water, dried himself off, and got dressed. As he walked down the trail back to his home, he tried to reassure himself, he was doing all he could. He couldn’t do any more than what he was because of one simple, very important detail.

      I’m not Andinna.

      That hurt in more ways than one. His worship of Mave was turning into something deeper. Something he couldn’t acknowledge. Just like wishing he could sprout wings and fly as one of them, the entire situation was hopeless.
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      Rain woke up that morning before Alchan and was able to sneak out of the room before his lover realized. He started breakfast quickly, knowing he only had moments before the bedru king noticed his absence. He started a cooking fire and cracked open half a dozen eggs, seasoning them as he whipped them to make enough scrambled eggs for everyone. With Lilliana, their meals had to be a bit larger, something he was now used to accounting for. It had been over a month since her arrival.

      Large hands grabbed his hips, and hot breath hit his neck as a growl echoed through the home.

      “Good morning,” Rain greeted simply, a smile forming. He didn’t stop what he was doing, choosing to ignore the physical actions of his lover.

      “Consort, what do you think you’re doing?” Alchan purred dangerously, asking a trick question of Rain, who decided to walk right into it.

      It’s more fun when I play the game.

      “Making breakfast for myself and Lilliana,” he answered.

      “And what about my breakfast? You know I have an appetite when I wake up,” Alchan said, full of innuendo, though Rain didn’t need the dirty talk. The erection against his ass was a firm reminder of what Alchan was like in the morning. Not that it was unpleasant, but today, Rain had plans, and Alchan would make him late.

      “I’m making enough for all of us. You are welcome to join us,” Rain retorted, turning in his king’s hands with the same smile. “We’re heading into the village today, she and I. We’re hoping to be there by the time the market opens, so I can’t indulge this.”

      Alchan stepped closer, their chests pressing against one another.

      “Could I possibly convince you for something quick then? We don’t even have to move.”

      “You must have forgotten we promised Lily that we wouldn’t do anything in the public areas,” Rain said, poking Alchan’s chest. “Remember? Wake up and think clearly. Besides, you had me all night, and you were in a mood last night. I’m a touch sore.”

      Alchan groaned and let go. Rain was able to grab the male’s chin before he could get too far and held his king in place, kissing him once, eliciting a simple sound of pleasure from the big male.

      “And to think, we ever considered you submissive,” Alchan murmured, leaning in for another soft kiss.

      “I am, but you taught me how to stand up for myself.” Rain chuckled against his lover’s lips. “You know if you wanted me to stay, you could make me.”

      “I do,” Alchan agreed. “I also know you push my buttons because you find my reactions fun.” Alchan squeezed his hand on Rain’s hip so hard, it was nearly painful, a clear reminder of how rough they could get, and both enjoyed every moment of it.

      “I find your reactions sexy, and they make me want to go back to bed,” Rain corrected. “But I really can’t today. Lily and I want to go out and spend the day together. We haven’t in two weeks, and I don’t want her going crazy in here.”

      “Lily,” Alchan said softly. “You’re the only person I hear call her that. Why is that?”

      “I…” Rain didn’t know how to explain it. He liked calling her Lily, but the reasons were complicated. It made her feel familiar, which felt important. She was a sweet female who had very few people in her life, and he wanted to be one of those people. Just like when he met Mave, he saw someone who was alone and decided he could be the person who made them less alone. In a sense, he had done the same thing with Alchan. Their king had been alone for so long, Rain wanted to fill the gap and give their king the love he deserved.

      Now, he was Alchan’s Consort, a title that denoted him as a member of the royal family by marriage, particularly a spouse of the ruler. Consorts were almost always male, normally married to and in the mayara of the ruling queen.

      It was an odd place to be compared to where he started. A young male, trying to live up to his father’s reputation in the Ivory Shadows, trying to gain the approval of the males who helped raise him, and the approval of a king who had never glanced his way until he was an adult.

      He, of all people, understood how life-altering the simple act of love could be. He saw the role it played in Mave’s life. It put him where he was now. He wanted to make sure Lily felt love, too.

      “Rain?” Alchan was frowning.

      “Sorry, I was lost in thought. I call her Lily because I asked her if I could. You can try it, you know. Talking to her, that is. You never do.”

      Alchan growled softly and let him go. Rain had known better, but it needed to be mentioned. Lilliana had been in their home for just over a month, and Alchan barely spoke to her. In fact, as the female walked into the dining area, yawning while she rubbed her eyes, Alchan only grunted a good morning as he disappeared back into the main bedroom.

      “Is he okay?” she asked softly after he was gone.

      “He’s fine.” Rain rolled his eyes. “He’s a bit grouchy because of something I said.”

      “It was about me, wasn’t it?” The guilt on the female’s face was clearer than a cloudless day.

      “It was more about him in relation to you,” Rain answered honestly, knowing lying to her was pointless. She was sheltered but not unobservant. She saw and heard things most would miss. Maybe it’s her quiet nature. She’s never the center of attention, which lets her listen more. “It’s nothing you do personally. He’s probably still a bit annoyed with Leria about this situation.”

      “Ah.” She frowned, a little wrinkle forming on her forehead. “I could go and live somewhere else…”

      “It’s not advisable,” Alchan said, walking back in, now fully dressed.

      Rain could hear the king in his words. Alchan had faces he wore. Only a few people saw Alchan without the mask of kinghood. Lily wasn’t one of them. Alchan was now talking to a subject, who just so happened to live with him. Rain wondered why. After more than a month, Alchan should have loosened up by now.

      “Forgive me. My Consort knows how to cut to the bone when he wants to.” Alchan’s gaze turned to him, amber eyes narrowing for just a moment. The gaze softened before it turned back to Lilliana, but only minutely. Alchan was still firmly wearing his mask as king. “We have no problem, you and I. You’ve done nothing wrong. Enjoy your breakfast.” Alchan walked out.

      “I’m so sorry,” Lilliana said quickly, swallowing.

      “It’s not you,” Rain said, sighing. “I poked the dragon, and I’ll deal with the temper. He’s a bedru, and I knew that when I said what I said.”

      “What did you say?”

      “He asked about why I called you Lily, and I told him I asked you if I could. I followed that up with how he could try it sometime.” Rain did his best to tell the story in a casual way. He wasn’t too worried about it, really. He would apologize for the way he put it to Alchan, but he would stand by his opinion. Alchan lived in a world where he sat on top and he needed people who could tolerate his need for control and accept his rule. He also valued those who were willing to stand up to him for what they believed. It often left everyone in conflicted places, but Rain was good at navigating the moods of his king. He knew when he could push, and when he needed to retreat and find a comfortable place as the submissive husband.

      “Try what?”

      Her confusion was cute. He would keep fighting for her. He just needed Alchan to see what he saw, which meant his king needed to talk to the female.

      “Talking to you,” Rain said with a one-shoulder shrug as he turned back to making breakfast.

      “That’s…that’s quite rude for you to say, actually,” she declared, huffing. “He’s the king, and you’re okay with saying that?”

      “I’m his Consort, his lover, and husband, the person who helps him with the weight of his responsibilities by staying by his side and loving him unconditionally. I’m allowed to call him out when I think he’s doing something wrong,” Rain said with a small smile. He finally got back to cooking breakfast, getting the eggs finished quickly. While he wasn’t looking, Lily walked around him and went into the cold box, pulling out the package of bacon. He didn’t take it from her, letting her prepare it on her own. He grabbed a second pan and let it heat while she did.

      Over the month, he’d become proficient at cooking with her. When Alchan was in the kitchen, neither of them got in his way, allowing him that private time. The male loved to cook, but he didn’t have as much time as he used to, and there were more people to cook for. Rain and Lily learned to work together while they were both in the kitchen. It started because Rain never let her cook alone, uncomfortable with the idea of her taking care of them. After that, she started stepping up to help him. By the end of the third week, they had a rhythm.

      “Thank you,” he said softly as she dropped the bacon in the pan. He caught her gaze, the amethyst eyes soft and pretty. He wasn’t into females, but he never denied their beauty. She had a type of beauty he’d never seen in an Andinna female. Even the most stunning females like Allaina were hard and rough, defined by their strong features. She reminded him of his Ziran mother or a pretty human woman. There was an undeniable softness that both the Andinna and the Elvasi lacked.

      It’s like comparing the majesty of a mountain versus the gentleness of a cloud. One unbendable and imposing in its glory while the other looks breathtaking but could disappear with a strong wind.

      Liking the poetry of his comparison, he kept the thought in mind as he cooked. As he finished the bacon and began to dish it out between their plates, he decided he didn’t like the comparison to a cloud anymore. A cloud was airy, indicating a lack of substance. That wasn’t Lily’s problem. He knew there was more to her beneath the surface, but he couldn’t convince her to let it out. She started eating as he sat down. He watched her, wondering what would be more appropriate. Females like Mave, Allaina, and Senri were exactly what he considered them to be—mountains compared to her. Strong females stood tall among the Andinna and became focal points, landmarks of their society. Lily wasn’t and never could become that.

      “What are you looking at?” she asked softly, looking up from her plate.

      “Ah, nothing,” he said quickly, focusing his attention on his own food.

      When they were finished, he took their plates and dropped them into a bucket to be washed later. He helped her with her boots, laughing as she clumsily fought to pull them on.

      “You need a bench,” she reminded him as she did most mornings. “In the temple where I was raised, there are benches at exits, so everyone can sit down and put their boots on. That way, no one tumbles.”

      “We can ask a carpenter at the market,” he said with a grin, offering his arm. “Let’s go. You want to be there at the opening, so we’re going to get there by opening.”

      She smiled brightly, weaving her arm with his. He walked her out of the home and down the trail. They could have flown, but Rain realized very quickly Lily loved to walk. She took in the world differently than anyone he had ever met—except one. She had that same open-eyed expression as Mave, though with less wary distrust. Mave had always been calculating the dangers of her environment, while Lily just took it all in.

      “Did you never go to a village market up north?” he asked finally, wondering just how new this was for her.

      “I did. It’s one of my favorite things to do. When I had silver on me for trade, people finally paid attention to me, but I could also go completely unnoticed, which was nice, too. I could never hide in the temple. They always wanted to know where I was, what I was doing, or if I had finished some chore they needed done.” He didn’t miss the sadness or the annoyance in her tone.

      “Did they force you to work for them?” He would tell Alchan if they had. Any sort of indentured servitude was not allowed in Andinna culture. There was only one exception, but it only impacted a very small group of Andinna. The royal family was born to duties they couldn’t run from. Hearing Alchan talk about it was always interesting.

      “No!” Lily shook her head, sending her bone-straight black hair flying. “No, not at all. I offered because it let me learn new skills, and they let me stay with them free of charge. I ate from their supplies, so I felt it was something I should do. When I offered to do a task, they got pushy about how fast I could do it, but they never forced me to do anything.”

      “Good,” Rain declared, nodding once. He would hate to give Alchan anything more to deal with, like wiping out a temple full of priests and priestesses.

      As they entered the village, Andinna who saw them lowered their heads respectfully. Word of her title had spread quickly, and his own was well known. They were two of the highest-ranking Andinna when it came to the loose idea of nobility in their culture. It made up for what they lacked in dominance. The market was almost set up as the crafters, cooks, and more finished their tables. Some waved, grinning because they were excited to see any of the leadership in the market.

      “If no one has any money, how does the market work?” Lily asked, looking around. “In Leria’s community, we have copper, silver, and gold. We also barter a lot.”

      “We mostly barter here if something is for a single household. Necessary goods are on donation for the entire community right now because we can’t let anyone starve or freeze, but the market is for those who are trying to make a name for themselves or offer things not needed. A cook trying out a new recipe or a new carpenter who makes furniture to practice his or her skills and needs to unload his goods.”

      “Ah.” Lily nodded wisely. “So, if I made wraps and dresses, I could sell them here.”

      “Do you enjoy making those?” Rain asked, trying not to bug-out at the new little detail about her.

      “I do,” she admitted softly. “Sewing new clothes for the priests and priestesses was one of my favorite things. Nothing useful for warriors but pretty things. When we had the materials for it, anyways. We had scarcity problems like everyone else.”

      “So, if I needed a suit, you would know how to make it.” Rain was glad to hear about this. He would have to tell Alchan. If they could get her a trade job where she could take limited clientele, it would let her do something she enjoyed and not for free. She could have a business and a reputation.

      She would still need someone looking out for her, so no one forced her to work for less than she deserves, but we could do that while she lives with us. And maybe one day, we can assign her a guard and her own little bit of land. She’s a noble now. She’s due land that belongs to her.

      The ideas were forming as the market opened, and the Andinna began to call out to sell their wares. Rain purposefully angled Lily to a carpenter near the end, a new young male who was promising. He wouldn’t have a lot of orders yet.

      “Pick a bench, please. Watching you stumble around has been fun, but you’re right. There’s no reason we shouldn’t have one,” he said, chuckling as she gave him a withering look.

      “A bench?” the young male asked, looking between them. “I have a couple, one I finished only yesterday.”

      “May I see it?” Lily asked softly, clearly unsure of herself. Rain walked beside her as they went into the stall and saw the simple bench. She sat down on it, testing it for any unevenness. Rain toed it, seeing if it was structurally sound enough to be kicked—not that he expected any piece of furniture to survive if Alchan decided to take his frustration out on it.

      “What room is it for?” the male asked, looking at Rain, not Lily.

      “The entryway,” Rain answered. “So Lady Lilliana can put on her boots without falling over.”

      “You tease too much,” she accused, looking up at him. “And I don’t know if this will work. Um…”

      “It’s fine,” Rain said softly.

      “It’s going in his entryway, though,” she said in a tiny voice. “And it’s not very…fancy.”

      “He’s not a fancy male. He likes things that do their job,” Rain said quickly. “It’s sturdy, well-cut, and not ugly. Could you put a dark stain on it?” He asked the last question of the carpenter. “I know staining is a bit difficult.”

      “I can!” The young male smiled. “Whose home is this going to? Once it’s complete, I can send it over.”

      Rain raised an eyebrow. “Let’s take three guesses,” he said patiently, trying not to laugh.

      “Well, it could be for your father, who is the husband of Champion Mave Lorren. It could go to any of the Company, really, or it could be for your home with King Alchan,” the carpenter smartly retorted, his smile growing. “I would hate to make any of them upset by sending them a bench they didn’t ask for.”

      “Good point,” Rain said with a laugh. “You’ve got me. It’s going to my husband.” Rain loved the way those words rolled off his tongue. He’d never thought he would settle into married life. Maybe it was because they acted like a married couple before it was ever public, but now Rain took every opportunity to claim it. Not for personal gain, but because he loved Alchan, and he wanted everyone to remember that. “Now, what do you want for this bench? And don’t say it’s a gift to the king. He doesn’t know we’re getting it.”

      “Then a gift to you and Lady Lilliana for honoring me by using something I sweated over to create,” the young male said, bowing.

      “No,” Rain replied sternly. “That doesn’t work for me. It’s a kind gesture, but you worked hard, and supplies aren’t easy to find. You’ve even agreed to stain it. Is there anything you need?”

      Lily stood back up, wrapping her arm through his. Her gaze flicked between him and the young carpenter.

      “Well…” He sighed, shrugging. “From you? I don’t know what to ask for.”

      “I can make gloves for you,” Lily piped up. Rain’s eyes went wide as he looked at her. She bit her lip as her face flushed. “His hands, look.”

      Rain caught a glimpse before the young male could hide them, and they had seemed beaten up.

      “You don’t have gloves to work in?” Rain asked, frowning. “Show me.”

      The young male groaned and revealed his hands again. A network of small scars covered them, and he had more than a few splinters still in the skin from his work. There were even splotches of the stain used on wood on his skin. “They get stolen, and it’s not—”

      “Lily, your suggestion is perfect. You’ll make him working gloves in return for this bench you wanted.” Rain nodded, pleased.

      He often teased Alchan for having a king face, a persona he put on when he needed to do something official. Rain had one as well, a way he acted when he needed to be the consort. It was something that had begun when he was Alchan’s nemari, a young warrior in training under a specific person. He had the responsibility of making sure his king’s people were cared for, supporting the overall goal of making sure everyone had what they needed.

      This morning, he felt like he did that.

      “When you come by with the bench, I’ll take your measurements,” Lily said sweetly.

      After a quick conversation about the timeline and when they could expect the bench, Rain gave the standard platitudes to leave, taking Lily with him.

      “That went well. Is there anything else you would like?” He knew she had very little when it came to worldly goods, probably because she lived off hand-me-downs from the temple, using whatever resources they didn’t need to make her own clothing. She didn’t own any weapons for her own protection, and she had very little when it came to jewelry. Not many Andinna had jewels anymore. Most of that wealth was held by the Andinna who struggled to remain free after the War ended. Mave was no longer the odd one in the village, refusing to wear it. Hundreds of freed slaves were trying to find their place and their own sources of wealth, which came before buying jewels that would become family heirlooms and personal pieces of joy.

      “I don’t think so.” She looked around, shrugging. “I have everything I need. It’s not like I have nothing. You have my trunks.”

      “Is there anything you would like to do? Maybe talk to a cute male?” Rain grinned, wiggling his eyebrows. “That carpenter was a hardworking, attractive male.”

      “Who barely noticed I was there because you were in the room,” she retorted. “You are very handsome.”

      “I’m also very unavailable, and he wasn’t my type. I outgrew young males like him a few years ago,” Rain said, trying not to be annoyed she had picked up on the carpenter’s attention to him. I knew she was observant. I don’t know how I figured she wouldn’t pick up on the attention I got.

      “You outgrew everyone because you fell in love,” she said with a bright smile. “That’s what the priestesses would say if they met you.”

      “And you? Have you ever wondered about falling in love?” Rain remembered her mentioning the skills of Amonora’s most devoted weren’t for her, and he didn’t fault her for that. Not everyone could do what they did. Even Varon, who was in the most committed relationship Rain knew, would offer help to someone in real need and would do so without hesitation. For a priest or priestess of Amonora, that normally meant fucking the person and it was truly healing for those who had trauma or reservations. Nevyn took it in stride every time, but it didn’t happen often, which probably helped. Nevyn had once been one of those people who went to Varon in search of healing, which had sparked their relationship and love story.

      “No,” she said softly. “I’ve never wondered about it.”

      He nearly pulled her out of the crowd to call her out. The expression on her face, the way she bit her bottom lip, and refused to make eye contact, he knew she was lying. Rain was so desperate to know this female, he wanted to scream for the real answer, but she remained locked away inside herself.

      “I didn’t think about love until I met Alchan.” Rain hoped telling her more about himself would bring more from her. “I had plenty of sex, but I never met anyone I wanted forever with. Alchan…he was different from the first moment I kissed him. He plays for keeps, and I had to go into our relationship understanding that when he said forever, he meant it.”

      “That sounds lovely, but you and Alchan are different from me,” she said, shrugging. “I grew up in a temple where love was talked about all the time, and beautiful things surrounded me. I’ve never really wanted to have sex, and that kind of kills the idea of love, doesn’t it? There needs to be some attraction, at least sometimes.”

      “You’ve…” Rain realized what she was saying and ducked his head down to speak softer. He started them walking again, leaving the bustling market and the village entirely as he tried to find the right way to ask. “You’ve never been with anyone?”

      “No,” she whispered. “And don’t pity me, please. I’ve never met anyone who made me want to. I’ve had people ask, so the option has been there. I…like to think I’m a little pretty, but no one has ever interested me.”

      Rain stared at her for a minute. The Andinna were inherently sexual people, one of the reasons the Elvasi called them barbarians. Females took multiple husbands more often than not, and most males were very fluid with their sexual interest before settling down. Very few Andinna were like Rain or Mat, firmly in one camp or the other.

      He had certainly never met an Andinna who wasn’t interested at all.

      “I know it’s strange,” she said in her peaceful small voice. She seemed very secure about her lack of a sex life, which was contradictory to the vibe he got when they spoke about love. She’d been lying when she said she never thought about love, but sex? She couldn’t care less if she ever had it. He could see it on her face, the clear disinterest.

      “It’s not…I’m not judging you. I’m only slightly confused.” He didn’t want to offend her. She lived a different type of life, and he wanted to know more. “Even…I’ve met Andinna who were slaves and hurt in unimaginable ways, but they still enjoyed…sex. I’ve never met anyone who didn’t care about it at all. We’re a very…” He waved a hand around, hoping she would catch his meaning without him needing to say it. He normally had no problems talking about sex with anyone, except for his own father, but this new information about Lilliana made him feel crass, an odd sensation.

      “Andinna love sex. I know.” She gave him a wry smile. “Raised in a temple of Amonora, remember?”

      “Yeah…”

      “It’s not that I think sex is bad, I just never found anyone I wanted to have it with.”

      “No one at all?” Rain repeated, wondering if she really meant that.

      “Not a single person,” she confirmed, nodding. “People want sex out of their relationships, so if I can’t give them that…” She shrugged again. Rain found the gesture dismissive. “There’s no reason to think about something like love or marriage.”

      Rain slowly nodded as her logic sank in, and he really began to understand this little female.

      “Then Leria sent you here, where she expected you to…”

      “Yes.” Lily crossed her arms, holding them to her chest as if she needed to fight off a chill. “It’s okay because while her behavior leaves something to be desired, you and Alchan have been very honorable and patient with me. Thank you. When this is all over, I’ll find a new home, and neither of you will be bothered by me again.”

      “Do you have any family you want to go back to?” Rain asked, offering his arm again. “We can make sure you do.”

      “I don’t have any family. I’m certain I’ve mentioned it, but I was raised in a temple…as an orphan. When they realized I was an ahren, my parents gave me up when I was a baby, and they never came back. Without their names, I don’t know who they are or if I have family left anywhere.” There was sad acceptance radiating from her.

      No. No one should have to accept that.

      Rain considered not saying anything, but it went against who he was. He hated seeing people alone. He had plenty of love in him and room in his heart to have a big family. It was a gift he could give freely.

      This female, just like another he once met, had only known loneliness in her life.

      No. No, I can’t let that continue.

      “I’ll be your family.”

      She stopped walking, and he stopped as well. She looked up, her eyes were wide with surprise.

      “What?”

      “I’ll be your family,” he said again. Realizing she was shocked and confused, he decided to tell her a quick story. “Once, I met a lonely female in Elliar. She had no one except the legacy of her parents and her own reputation. She had no friends, husbands, or even the simplest of allies. So, I went to her and told her that I would be her ally. I would be her brother. I would be her first and only family if I had to be. She saved my life in that place. Today, she’s Mave Lorren, King’s Champion. She has four husbands; one of them is my father. I don’t like seeing people alone, Lily, so I’m offering…I’ll be your family. Until you find your own, until you don’t need me, or forever. Forever works. I’ll be your family for as long as you’ll have me.”

      Blinking back tears, she wiped her eyes, ducking her head low enough to shield her face from him. When she looked back up, her amethyst eyes glittered.

      “You do me a great kindness,” she whispered, swallowing back more tears.

      “I only do what I think is right,” he said softly. He reached out and pushed her hair behind her ear. “And this is right. You are right. No matter what anyone tells you or their reactions to who you are.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulder, and they started walking again. To lighten the mood, he leaned down and whispered, “Though you should know, I’m only into males, so I can’t really offer all that much.”

      “Then we’re in luck because I don’t need to ask for all that much,” she retorted.

      They laughed as they walked home together.
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      “There ya are,” a male purred as Mave fell into her bed of furs. Arms wrapped around her, pulling her close. Mave found her face in the chest of a male and a pair of hands roaming her.

      “Bryn,” she murmured. “What are you doing here?”

      “Takin’ an afternoon nap because I have to go out tonight,” he answered, nuzzling his face into her hair. “Ya?”

      “Taking an afternoon nap because someone didn’t let me sleep much last night,” she retorted. His masculine chuckle was one of very little guilt since he was the one who hadn’t let her sleep.

      His sleep schedule was a mess. Neither she nor Luykas ever knew when Bryn would be in or out. He was always disappearing for his secret meet-ups with his scouts. They didn’t publicize where he met them, and he told very few. Not even she knew. If the information leaked, their information could be tainted. Worse, their scouts could be killed. The scouts didn’t live in the village, and all of them were single. That way, no one really questioned where they were or what they were doing. Bryn crafted the entire system from the ground up, recognizing the weakness of the traditional way it was done with scouts reporting directly to the general or king in the nearest war room.

      “I wasn’t tired, ya were here, and I’ve learned not to miss a chance with my wife. I know I’m busy and gone a lot now,” he whispered, kissing her forehead. “One day, this war will be over, and I’ll be able to kick me feet up again.”

      “Or we’ll be dead,” she reminded him, casually shrugging.

      “Also a possibility,” he agreed with a chuckle. “I was just wakin’ up. What have ya been doing today?”

      “Training with Emerian. We sat in on another of Trevan’s lessons.” She knew better than to say the Elvasi’s name to this husband, but she hadn’t been thinking about it until the name was already out of her mouth.

      Bryn tensed. He still didn’t trust Trevan, and Mave was beginning to worry he never would, no matter how much the Elvasi did for them. Trevan could jump in front of a sword for Bryn, and she was fairly certain Bryn wouldn’t even bat an eye, only continue his own hatred. It was concerning, to say the least.

      “At least he’s doin’ somethin’ useful,” Bryn muttered, letting her go before sitting up. “I think I’m goin’ to head out—”

      “Wait,” she ordered, making him pause, frozen in position. “I’m going with you.” She certainly wasn’t going to let him wander off in a mood, and she rarely had the chance to be with him anymore.

      “Ya don’t even know where I’m goin’,” he said with a strain in his words, a sign he was upset by the mention of Trevan.

      “I don’t need to know because I’m just going to follow you,” she said with no small amount of snappiness. “Who am I going to tell about the meet-up spot?” She started to stand and sighed. “Plus, I don’t want to see you leave in a bad mood. I wouldn’t be able to sleep even with you gone.”

      He sighed, and she took it as a sign he would admit defeat.

      “Aye, the only reason you don’t know is it’s just not necessary.” Another drawn-out sigh as he rubbed his face showed Mave just how tired he was from his schedule. “Fine, ya can come with me. It’ll be nice to spend the evenin’ together.”

      “Good.” She got out of bed, glad she hadn’t bothered to strip before falling down. “You get dressed. I’m going to get my boots back on. Will I need my swords?”

      “I never leave the village without bein’ armed,” he answered. “And we will be leavin’ the entire valley.”

      “Okay, then.” She walked out to find her boots and swords. She was done before him, but she had less to do to get ready. He came out of the bedroom, and she watched as he finished up—boots, sword, several daggers in different locations, all tied together by two more additions, a  short bow he threw over his shoulder, and a scarf he used to cover most of his face. She figured it would be too hot to wear something like that, but he never complained.

      He gestured for her to follow him as he walked to the door. Leaving their home together, they walked down the stairs instead of taking off in flight.

      “We’re not flying?” she asked, frowning.

      He lifted a finger over his mouth, shaking his head slightly. He wanted silence.

      Mave put her hands on the pommels of her swords as they walked, looking around and giving him what he wanted. Silence. They even walked softly, her picking up on how carefully he was moving through the trees. He hadn’t picked a trail but went straight into the forest and moved quickly.

      Judging by the incline, we’re leaving the valley the hard way. This is how he’s kept people from finding him when he’s out of the valley.

      Reaching a clearing, Bryn pulled his scarf down as he stopped by a loud, wide stream. Not quite a river, but more than a trickle of water entering the valley.

      “Ya can talk here,” he said quietly. “But keep it down. I like this spot because the stream has small rapids that obscure what can be heard by others.”

      “Is this where you meet them?”

      “One of them,” he said, nodding sharply. “That’s another of my secrets. I don’t meet everyone in the same place. That’s too vulnerable. Every scout I send out has a meetin’ spot where I find them, or they can find me at. Sometimes, they’ll beat me here, and I’ll catch them campin’, which is fine. This spot is where they live when they aren’t goin’ out.”

      “Oh.” Mave was amazed he had put so much thought into it, not that she thought he would do any less. He just considered more than she would. “They don’t have homes?”

      “They have a low tent, a bedroll, some light cooking equipment, but nothin’ that can bang or make too much noise. They live on the land, just like I did when I went on scoutin’ missions,” he explained. “They’re fine. Half of them are wild at heart and wouldn’t do well in the village or on a team. The other half have…problems with those situations.” He gave her a sad look. She understood, even if she didn’t get any details. Trauma was funny like that. The very things she thought were her safe harbors could be prisons for others. “They all make good scouts, though.”

      “It just seems like a hard life,” she commented softly. “As long as they’re happy, though.”

      “That’s how Alchan looks at it, too,” Bryn replied with a small chuckle.

      They stood there, waiting patiently. She didn’t know what she was supposed to be looking for, but Bryn was content to sit in the grass and stare at the afternoon clouds, so she joined him.

      At one point, she felt Luykas send a curious wave through the bond, and she sent one back, asking him to ignore her and her whereabouts for a little while. Their mastery over the bond only grew, and she was beginning to understand how Nevyn and Varon could hold an entire conversation in a glance. It went beyond the definition of what Luykas told her about the blood bond when it happened. If they ignored it, they could only pick up physical sensations, but when they cared for it, they could do so much more.

      “Luykas wanted to come see us,” she told Bryn softly. “I told him to leave us be.”

      “Thank ya. He’s too close to the spies for me to be comfortable lettin’ him see this half of the intel. It works both ways, though. He doesn’t let me see the spy books anymore, and none of my scouts have them. They bring in information the old way.”

      “Sometimes, I think half the rebellion is run out of my home,” she said with a teasing poke to her husband’s ribs.

      “Aye, it is,” he confirmed with a grin. “And yer very gracious for lettin’ us run wild and get things done without demandin’ too much of us.”

      “And you are very gracious about letting me focus on other things as well—like Emerian. Having a nemari is much more work than I thought it would be. Isn’t he supposed to be working for me?”

      “Sure, if ya want a bad nemari.” Bryn reached out and grabbed her hand, his thumb making circles on the back. “A nemari runs errands, manages schedules, and more, as an exchange with the one trainin’ ‘em. It goes both ways. For all the time you spend trainin’ him, he’s supposed to take somethin’ off your plate. It teaches comradery in an upcomin’ warrior. A lesson that no individual can thrive unless the unit thrives. Ya don’t have much of a schedule to manage, though, so it probably feels a bit one-sided.”

      “He’s not bad, but you’re right. Maybe I should have him do more. What is a nemari supposed to do?”

      “I’d say ask Rain and Alchan, but…” He pulled his hand away and made an obscene gesture. “We know how that played out.”

      She couldn’t stop the laugh. “I know! Ah, Emerian is a good male, but I don’t think a warrior and nemari relationship is supposed to play out that way. Actually, that was what pissed off Zayden.” She remembered it clearly now. “It’s actually exactly what isn’t supposed to happen.”

      “That’s right, but ya know what? Who cares?” Bryn shrugged. “Yer just like every other female in the village. Ya look at that mutt like he was chiseled by the gods, and if you want to go that way, none of us are goin’ to care. I think we wouldn’t mind another husband or several if it means bein’ with ya.”

      “I do not,” she said, elbowing him.

      “Yes, ya do. So does Senri, and she has another baby on the way and hates her own husbands. So does Allaina, and she’s addin’ a wife to her family. The only female who doesn’t look at Emerian like he’s a piece of prized meat is Yenni, and we all know why that is.” Bryn laughed.

      “How do you even know all of this?”

      “I’m observant,” he reminded her with another grin. “It’s been an interestin’ study. A lot of Andinna have a hard time trusting Luykas for being a mutt. I think it’s because of his obvious ties to Alchan, which makes him intimidatin’, on top of different. He also does sorcery and blood magic, a taboo. Then everyone found out about Shadra. Some still whisper about that, which I keep an eye on for his safety.”

      “I know about that last part. Is there anything to be worried about?”

      “No, not yet. If there is, I’ll call the entire company together to handle it or deal with it before it goes any further,” he promised. “But that’s Luykas. Emerian is a different case. He’s a mutt, sure, even acts more Elvasi sometimes, something that annoys me, but I can’t…I can’t hate him for it. He is who he is.”

      Mave made sure not to point out the double standard. He was fine with mutts, even if they acted like an Elvasi sometimes, but an actual Elvasi? Absolutely not.

      “Every female just looks at him and sees how pretty and kind of lost he is. I think half the females in the village want to save him from himself, while the others want something exciting, not understandin’ he’s really no different in bed than the rest of us. I have evidence of that now, too. Luykas is a mutt, and he’s…not all that special.”

      “You spend a lot of time thinking about this?” she asked, smirking as his face turned a light shade of pink.

      “I spend a lot of time out here, walking alone. When I’m in the village, I’m vigilant. A combination of information I’ve been able to obtain and too much time out here dealing with the scouts, who keep me movin’. I’ve noticed and figured out lots of fun things I keep to myself.” Bryn shrugged.

      “Oh, now you’re teasing me. Tell me something,” she ordered, rolling to put her head on his shoulder.

      “I can tell you that Rain and Lady Lilliana are becomin’ best friends, somethin’ I’m sure Alchan wants no part in. Just last week, they went to the market together when it opened. They’ve gone every day since, and from what I hear, it’s laughter and smiles for those two.”

      “Really?” Mave considered asking him to spy on that further but decided against it. She would just harass Rain. She had very limited experience with Lady Lilliana, something every dominant in the valley shared. Alchan kept her out of the public eye or at least away from where any of the dominant females like to spend their time. The little ahren never came to a training field, and Mave never went to the market in the morning. Normally, it was her last stop of the day for a snack.

      “Oh, ye—”

      He stopped, sitting up quickly. Mave sat up as well, looking around. She hadn’t heard anything, but Bryn was staring intently.

      “Come on out,” he called softly. “She’s here with me today.”

      Out of the shadows of the trees came a thin male, looking more than a little rough and wild. He had a somewhat fearful expression, like a wild animal that saw a potential predator but wasn’t sure.

      “We were just talkin’ about life in the village,” Bryn explained softly. “She’s my wife. Ya’ve heard about her before.”

      “The Champion.” The male bowed low. “It’s nice to meet you. Is there anything I can do?”

      “No, no,” she said quickly. “I’m really just following my husband around today. We don’t get to spend a lot of time together.” Mave tried to quickly bury the uncomfortable feeling that hit her. She was dominant, which meant she should have been in charge of people, but she didn’t know this male, and he was half-groveling.

      “I need your report,” Bryn said, stepping in front of her.

      “Here you are, sir.” The male pulled out a small book. “Wrote everything twice, one copy for you. I can answer any questions you might have.”

      Bryn took the small book and placed it in his bag, grabbing another and handing it to the scout.

      “Stick around for a couple of days in case anything comes up when I debrief the king,” he ordered. “Thank you.”

      “Of course, sir.” The male bowed again.

      Bryn waved for her to follow him, and they left the clearing as the thin male began to set up his camp, whistling softly as he did.

      “Trauma,” Bryn whispered.

      “I didn’t want to guess.” She got that vibe but didn’t really think about it because it was presumptive.

      “It’s hard to avoid now,” Bryn said softly. “Back in Olost, the number of free slaves was trumped by the number of free Andinna. There weren’t many of us with the scars on our necks or the ear piercings. Now, there’re hundreds, if not a couple thousand who don’t show the physical damage.”

      At his words, she reached up and touched her own. Normally, her scars fell to the back of her mind, ignored. She was scarred, and that was the end of it. There was no way to remove them. Instead of tatua like most Andinna, her journey was written on her skin in scars. Her tatua came later, and more than half of it had been given to her by a goddess with an agenda Mave didn’t understand.

      “Yeah…” Mave didn’t know what else to say.

      “Do you mind if I read while we walk? I normally use this time between meetings to get a preliminary look at the reports.”

      “It’s fine. I’m just enjoying the scenery,” she said with a smile, letting her hand drop off her scar. He reached out with his free hand, and the tips of fingers grazed over that telltale scar. She remembered him the day when her collar was removed—the scream, the pain, and the bandages put on her neck. It felt like a lifetime ago.

      “I wish I could show mine so openly. It makes you seem so strong, and from being your husband, I can promise everyone that impression is the correct one.”

      “We all have our limits. I don’t think anyone would look at you and call you weak. Read your report.” She crossed her arms as they walked through the forest on a light trail, worn-in, probably thanks to her husband.

      They stopped at a large, hollow tree, so old it had opened up at the base, leaving a pseudo-cave underneath it. Bryn stopped her before she drew too close and made a clicking sound with his tongue. Suddenly, a female head popped up, eyes wide as she took in her visitors. Mave was impressed by the female’s build as she stood. She was tall and athletic, definitely someone who could run or fly for ages.

      “Good evening, sir,” she greeted before flicking her eyes on Mave. “Good evening, Champion.”

      “I’m picking up reports. When did you get back in?”

      “Just this morning.” Reaching into her things, she pulled out a book and exchanged it with Bryn, just like the previous scout. Bryn gave her the same order, then started walking again without further conversation.

      Mave gave a friendly wave to the scout and followed him, letting him read as they walked. A frown formed as he read the first book, then started the second. They seemed to walk forever, going to half a dozen other stops before heading back in the direction of the valley and their village.

      “You okay?” she asked cautiously, seeing the concern and frustration brewing in him.

      “I don’t like these reports,” he answered. “We can talk about it in the war room as I set up to brief Alchan. I want to see how it looks on the maps before I make any assumptions.”

      “Okay. Are you sure you don’t want to talk about it now?” The silence was beginning to kill her.

      “There’s been…troubling activity over the last month since summer started. My scouts have had run-ins, and two of them are three weeks late getting back. No one has seen any evidence of them, either.” He sighed. “That’s the risk of being a scout, getting caught by an enemy patrol or being alone and injured. I haven’t been able to put pieces together from what they tell me about Shadra’s troop movement, but I think tonight, I may have a much clearer picture.”

      They walked to the war room together, well after dark.

      “And this is what you do before you go home,” she said softly as he laid out the reports and read through them again, rewriting the information on a single piece of parchment.

      “Aye,” he said, the exhaustion clear in his voice. “Who else can we trust? Everyone is so busy, leading all the different pieces. My job is just the one with the hardest schedule. It’s not the only bad one, though. Luykas doesn’t get much sleep, either.”

      “He gets consistent sleep,” she pointed out. “He sleeps at night with me…with the family, even if it’s a short time.”

      “Aye,” Bryn whispered. “This will settle down when winter comes, ya know that. I’ll remind ya that ya left for all of spring, love.”

      “I’m not trying to give you a hard time,” she murmured, wrapping her arms around him from behind. “I’m just worried about you.”

      “Thank ya, love. It means a lot to hear that from ya.” He grabbed one of her hands and brought it to his lips. “I need you to get Alchan,” he finally said, holding her hand to his lips, letting them slide against the back. She heard and felt the frown, a sign of trouble.

      “At this time of night? He’s sleeping beside Rain, and no one ever tries to disturb them,” she said, frowning as well. “If it’s bad, I’ll do it, but you need to make sure it’s that bad.”

      “You’re the only one who can go get him without getting tossed around for it,” Bryn reminded her gently. “It’s not good. I think I’ve figured out the Elvasi, and there’s bad news about Seanev’s campaign. We need to send someone out to stop him, and we need to do it now.”

      That forced Mave to start moving, and she moved quickly.

      “Mave!” Bryn called out. She turned back to him as he put down a piece on the table. “Zayden and Mat are in trouble, too. If my scouts are right, they’re in a lot of trouble. Most of the teams we sent out are. Tell him all of that. He’ll come.”

      That made her run. She was in the air before she had time to think.
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      Mave landed with a hard thud on Alchan’s porch. She didn’t bother knocking, barging through the door like she owned the house, without a single fear for her life.

      “Alchan!” she roared.

      She heard thumping and crashing in one of the side rooms and marched for it. She knew the door, knew it led to Alchan’s inner sanctum, his bedroom, but she didn’t let that stop her. She opened it with a single shove to see Alchan standing, his eyes wide and naked in the middle of the room.

      “This better be fucking important,” he snarled. He pointed at the door and marked an imaginary line. “Don’t cross that threshold. You won’t like what happens.”

      “Listen to him,” Rain said, sitting up and blinking. “What the hell is going on?”

      “Bryn wants to see you immediately. He says it’s urgent,” she said, ignoring the nudity. “He thinks we need to send messengers out to pull Seanev back. He also has reason to believe our teams are at risk.”

      “Fuck. He’s been gathering intel tonight, hasn’t he?” Alchan reached out and grabbed some breeches. “Give me a moment to dress, and I’ll follow you back, or did he ask you to get anyone else? Actually, no. You’ll stay with me. Rain, when you have pants on, go get the rest of the Company.”

      “What’s going on?” a small voice said. Mave turned and bit back the instinctive growl that threatened to leak out. Lady Lilliana was standing in the far hallway across the dining area, rubbing her eyes. “Is there something wrong?” She wore a loose, long dress, easy to put on and take off, probably just to cover her nudity. It wasn’t supposed to be sexual, but Mave couldn’t help but liken it to dresses Shadra once put on her. It clung to curves and exposed so much skin.

      “Lady Lilliana, I’m going to kindly ask you to find Nevyn and Varon. You’ve met them, and they live on this cliffside. Can you tell them to meet me in the war room?” Alchan asked, now wearing pants as he walked out of his bedroom. “Rain, that leaves you with getting Luykas.”

      “Of course.” Rain walked out right behind him. Mave was impressed they got moving so quickly.

      “I’ve got Luykas,” she said, giving her bond a mental tug hard enough to wake her husband from the dead and let him know she needed him. She felt him wake as though he was startled and tugged again. The feeling of worry flooded back, unrestrained. “He’s up and on his way,” she told them.

      Alchan narrowed his eyes on her. “That changes my plans now. Rain, you get Nevyn and Varon. Lady Lilliana, you can go back to bed. Everything is safe in the village. This isn’t anything for you to worry about.”

      “Um…”

      Mave eyed the female as she nodded slowly. She pointed and walked into the kitchen, disappearing from sight. “I’ll make some tea to calm down,” her soft voice explained.

      “Let’s go,” Alchan snapped, walking past Mave. She turned on her heel and followed him out. Jumping off, they headed for the war room, while Rain went to get the priest and the general. She and Alchan flew fast, landing together. She let him storm into the war room before going in and seeing how much work Bryn had gotten done.

      “How reliable is this information, and what exactly do you think is the problem?” Alchan asked, crossing his arms and looking over the maps Rain had messed with.

      “Well, the information we sent out with Seanev was sound to a degree, but we’ve been trying to figure out Shadra’s strategy. I think I have,” Bryn said, anxious. “See this camp here?” Bryn pointed to a place on the maps, but Mave wasn’t the best at reading maps, so she just followed along. “A month ago, there were roughly twenty-five hundred soldiers there. Now, my scouts move a lot faster than most, doing distances in half the time. They patrol certain areas of the mountains, so they know their way around better than anyone else.”

      “I understand how you’ve trained the scouts,” Alchan snapped. “What’s worried you enough to send your wife after me?”

      So, I’m his Champion when I do something he likes, but I’m someone’s wife or an annoying female when I’ve upset him.

      “Two weeks ago, there were only fifteen-hundred soldiers there,” Bryn answered softly. “And none of my other scouts nor the one who patrols the area know where they went.”

      “How did we lose a thousand soldiers?” Mave asked, frowning. “A thousand soldiers is…a lot of soldiers.”

      “Exactly, and they would be slow-moving. Very slow. What would take the Company a couple of weeks could take them a couple of months because of the terrain alone, barring any bad weather,” Alchan said. An under-his-breath curse told Mave this was serious enough to wake him.

      “That’s not all,” Bryn said softly. “We sent out those missions, our new elite forces to disrupt their supplies. Between sending out those missions and my scouts seeing those camps for an updated report? Half of them got five hundred more men.”

      “And it’s too late to stop those missions,” Alchan whispered, pulling up a chair. He sat down slowly, clasping his hands together and leaning over, his amber eyes glaring at the maps on the table. “They’re walking into bigger fights than expected.”

      “Yes, sir. They’re the only camps that got extra men,” Bryn whispered. “She saw us coming this time. She figured out our attack plan and prepared for it. She’s set traps, using what we did in the spring. I’ve spent months watching Shadra’s troop movements,” Bryn continued. “I know the number of soldiers in every camp in the entire damn mountain range, both Elvasi and Andinna. I think I’m right.”

      Mave heard footsteps and felt Luykas come close, his hand spreading over her lower back.

      “We know what she’s been trying,” Luykas said, his voice tired, but Mave knew his mind was sharp. “She’s flooding the mountains with Elvasi to punch a hole in our defenses. The sooner she breeches the mountains, the sooner she can start a forward advance to wipe us out at our villages.”

      “Bryn, explain to him what you just told me,” Alchan said softly.

      Bryn launched into the explanation as Nevyn and Varon appeared.

      “So, we attacked her new camps in spring,” Nevyn said, his frown so deep, Mave was worried it would stick. “We couldn’t hit every camp, leaving some to get strong and become…obvious targets. Like she hoped.”

      “And we took the bait, thinking hitting those would weaken her,” Luykas said, nodding slowly. “She puts more men in those camps, ready for an attack now. She also makes a thousand soldiers disappear, going somewhere the scouts haven’t found, which is an unpleasant thought. Seanev is at risk.”

      “She keeps boosting any camps we can’t see and a few others we can,” Alchan finished, taking a deep breath. He pointed at the other camps that hadn’t been mentioned.

      Mave read the numbers and saw how one had a thousand more soldiers, and a couple others had nearly the same. Her head was spinning. It felt like a chess game, and she didn’t know how to guess the next play.

      “We need to send messengers out to catch as many of our people as we can. We need to reroute Seanev away from this area,” Nevyn said, circling the area where the Elvasi soldiers disappeared.

      “We can’t,” Alchan whispered. “It’s too late. We didn’t send him with a spy book because those are easy to breach. Shadra can read Andenna. Anyone with useful information in the groups knows how to die before torture breaks them. They’ll kill themselves on the battlefield before they let themselves get captured now. Everyone here knows that.”

      A dark mood took over the room. Mave understood, even if she couldn’t keep up with the mental plays of the king and Empress. There were traps, and there was no stopping any of their people from walking into them.

      Mat and Zayden are out there walking into a trap, and there’s nothing I can do. Nothing at all.

      “We need to send out more teams, more often,” Luykas said softly.

      “We need to hit them over winter,” Nevyn countered. “She can’t make a final push before winter hits. We can make some good plays over the winter. It’ll be hard on whoever goes, but we can do it.”

      “I agree with both of you,” Alchan said softly. “Nevyn, put together three more teams to hit…here, here, and here. Bryn, send your fastest scouts to those locations. Leave them waiting for the teams to approach to judge the situation before they go in. That might mitigate any potential issues.”

      Mave wanted to scream. She stopped hearing what they were saying, focused on Mat and Zayden. Her heart began to race, and a hand grabbed her wrist.

      “Calm,” Luykas whispered in her ear. “They’re two of the best, and you know that. Trap or no trap, they’ll make it back. They know how to call a mission before they get themselves killed.”

      She took a deep breath and looked up at his gold eyes for a long time before nodding. He was right. They would come back. Her husbands always made it back.

      “Mave, come take a walk with me,” Alchan ordered.

      She frowned and followed him.

      “There are things we need to do in there,” she said, gesturing back to the war room as she made it to his side, frustrated by this sudden private chat he wanted to have.

      “You missed me giving all the orders I can give,” he retorted. “That’s on you, not me. I want to give you news I know you don’t want to hear.”

      “How bad can it get?” she snapped.

      “I’m not sending you out. Nevyn and Varon are going to take a team, but you are staying here. Don’t feel too bad. Because you’re staying, so is Kian. Senri imparted to me the severity of my punishment if I sent either of you without the other, and I’m never in the mood to argue with a pregnant female.”

      “I’m staying? Still?” She growled, grabbing his arm. “Alchan—”

      “Don’t argue with me,” he warned. “Sister, now is not the time to argue with me.”

      “Why the fuck not?” she snapped. “I understand sidelining me right after I got back, but now? I should be getting ready to go out there and kill some fucking Elvasi—”

      “Autumn. That’s the deal we made, remember?”

      “Yes, I remember the fucking deal we made. Did you need to drag me out here to tell me?”

      “Not exactly, but I felt it needed to be said first.” He shrugged and started walking again. “I just wanted to talk to you. As my sister, actually.”

      That hit her in the gut. Alchan offered his arm like a true gentleman, and she warily took it, eyeing him, filled with a strange anxiety.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “This is going worse than I expected. The rebellion…the war,” he admitted. “But it’s made me think of things I feel need to be said before anything potentially terrible happens. Things I should say more often or discussions I should have had ages ago. One, if Mat or Zayden don’t come back, I’m sorry, sister. I know it worries you.”

      “Luykas was right. They’re strong warriors. They worked with you for a thousand years and were warriors before that. They’ll make it home.” She tried to keep power in those words. She had to keep faith in them. Fretting solved nothing. It never could.

      “Second, I wanted to ask for a favor. I know you’re angry with me because you want to go out and kill Elvasi. You’re very good at it, but I wanted you here to do something for me.”

      “What type of favor?” Mave leaned on him. “You know I’d kill for you, brother.”

      “That is…very apparent every day. I don’t need the reminder.” He chuckled. “No, I wanted to ask you if you…could help me with something.”

      “What is it? I would say anything, but…that’s never a safe offer.”

      “No, it’s not,” he agreed. “Train with me.”

      She stopped walking now, frowning at him. “You train with Rain.”

      “Rain isn’t as good as you,” he said with a sigh. “No one is. I train mostly with Nevyn, but I want to train with you. We can set a time to meet. Live steel. You’re the best I have, and if this escalates, and Shadra gets soldiers in the mountains successfully and keeps them here by next spring, it’ll come time, I need to start leading troops.”

      “And potentially die on the battlefield,” she concluded.

      “So, I want my best training with me. Dying isn’t an option right now. Not for me. There’s only one circumstance in which my death would be acceptable, and that’s not possible and not an option I want to take. The honest truth? I’m afraid to die and fail my people by ending the line of rulers they’ve always known, but I can’t bring myself to do what I must, either.”

      “Have children,” Mave whispered. “No one is going to force you to do that.”

      “Yes, I’m a good warrior, but I’m a little out of practice, since Ellantia, since I fought our enemies, and that was two years ago. I want to train with you. The best and the one person I know who won’t take it easy on me.”

      “Can you beat Nevyn?” she asked, frowning at him.

      “Sometimes, when I try to kill him. He does his best not to put himself in that situation, and it’s normally when I’m with Rain. When I’m training with Nevyn, Rain isn’t around anymore. He can’t be. It’s too dangerous. When I train with Rain, he’s competent, as good as Mat or Zayden, but I can’t bring myself to fight him at my best. Plus, he turns into a wyvern, so…the sword is his secondary weapon, not his primary.”

      “I’ll train with you,” she promised, lowering her head respectfully. When she looked back up, she met his eyes, a reminder she could just because she wanted to. “And when we do go to war, I’ll make sure you come off the battlefield alive. I can’t promise to be intact, but alive.”

      “Thank you. How does sunset training sound?”

      “It works for me,” she agreed.

      “Good. Go home and get some rest. I’ll send Bryn along as well. I’ll need to keep Luykas. I won’t be heading back to sleep, and I’ll need him and Leshaun to reach out to our spies as soon as possible.”

      “Aw, you get to spend time with Leshaun?” she asked, feigning hurt. She got to see him once a week for dinner. It was always a quiet evening when he was in as they just tried to make him comfortable and give him company.

      Alchan rolled his eyes. “Go. I’ll handle everything from here. Thank you for waking me…and talking to me about this.”

      “Any time.” She didn’t jump off immediately, staring at him as he waited. A thought struck her that kept her feet planted to the ground. She didn’t know if it was appropriate to ask, but she did anyway.

      “Alchan, why don’t you have children yet? Or do you not want them at all?”

      “Because you’re my sister, I’ll answer that,” he said softly, looking away into the darkness. “I’m scared to be a father. I don’t know how much you know about my father, Luykas’ father, but he was a terrible male. He used people. He claimed them, then he used them. He was also bitter. He hated the way our culture worked. He thought as the firstborn son and dominant, he should be the heir. He hated how he was passed up. And…” Alchan’s eyes closed. “When he lost my mother, he tried to beat me to death. He blamed me for losing her. He only wanted to have me, so he could tie her to him for the rest of their lives. When he met Luykas, he blamed Luykas for his ruined life. He was living in disgrace. He was lucky not to be executed…I should have killed him when I had the chance, but that’s another story. Well, he tried to hurt Luykas, his son. He hated both of us. I guess…” Alchan began to rub his temples as he opened his eyes again. They were filled with a pain Mave could feel in her chest. “I guess I don’t want to be him, and not having children is the easiest way to do that.”

      “You aren’t him. I know I never knew him, but…I know a terrible male from a good one,” she said, reaching out to tap his chest. “I think you would be a good father.”

      “Then you don’t understand what a bedru is,” he whispered, a haunted expression coming over his face. “You don’t understand the monsters we are by our very nature.”

      “Well, if that’s what you want to believe, fine, be stubborn. I’m too tired to have an argument with you.” She shrugged, dismissing him, as he dismissed her, by turning away from him. It prompted a growl from him.

      “There’s something else.” That made her look his way again. “You know, I could have children,” he said, his voice edging on dangerous. There was a threat tucked into his tone that made Mave still. She even tried to stop her breathing. “I could order a female to get into my bed and spread her legs for the good of Anden, for the good of the Andinna, and have children like that.” He snapped his fingers. “Even if she hated me. And don’t think the thought never crossed my mind.” He took a deep breath, and she watched as the threatening tension left him, and his expression softened. “I hate myself for it. I hate having that power. I hate knowing I might need to use it one day and not having a way out of it. Why do you think I hate having Lilliana near me? In my house? She has no other safe place to go, but every day, I’m confronted with two things. One, she wouldn’t even fight back. It would be all too easy to get what I need out of her. Two…” He gave her a desperate look, one she’d seen before when he looked at Rain on any day, wishing they could be together away from the world.

      Mave heard the admission he didn’t want to speak.

      He wants her.

      “Does Rain know?” she asked softly.

      “No, and you won’t tell him,” Alchan growled. Mave only nodded, hoping that would subdue him. “Now, you understand. I am scared, not just of being a father but of the very act of procreating. That’s why I fight so hard. I don’t want to take away someone’s choice, the way mine was taken, the moment I realized I was the pure member of my family. And I don’t want to end up being him, a male who hated his children because of what they represented in his life, unable to love them. The idea of me becoming a father is…terrifying. In every way.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said gently, reaching out to touch his cheek. “I’m sorry I brought it up.”

      “I didn’t tell you anything Luykas or Rain doesn’t know,” he said, shrugging in a casual way that contradicted the sharpness of his gaze. “It’s not easy to talk about. Now, I should get back. They’ll come looking for us soon. Good night, Mave. I’ll send Bryn home.”

      “Thank you,” she called as he stomped away. She watched him make an effort to square his shoulders and look like a king again, head held high as if he had all the answers and could save the world. She headed home, sighing as she sat down at her table, alone. Moments later, Bryn walked in.

      “What did you and Alchan talk about?” he asked, sitting across from her.

      “He wants me to train him,” she whispered, looking at her hands. “There was other stuff, but it was between us.”

      “Of course, love.” He leaned over and kissed her forehead. “Would you like some tea before bed?”

      “That would be wonderful,” she said, smiling gratefully at him.

      It wasn’t long before they found themselves in bed, hoping to get some sleep before dawn. Mave tried her best to sleep quickly, but the events of the night weighed on her. She stared at the ceiling of her bedroom, trying to process the last day and night until her exhaustion caught up with her.
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      “Why did we pick the furthest Elvasi camp from home again?” Zayden asked, groaning as he rubbed his lower back.

      “Because we’re the most experienced at these types of missions. Most Andinna don’t ride horses as much as we do,” Mat reminded his friend, knowing it was a rhetorical question, and Zayden was just bitching to bitch. Zayden’s glare was brilliant, though.

      Just like old times.

      They had been on the road for a month, moving slowly to keep from any stupid injuries over the treacherous terrain they had to cross. They had been allowed to set the pace, given no proper timetable for the mission because of the inexperience of the other warriors. These strike missions were precarious and dangerous. With large campaigns, one slip up didn’t have to lead to death, but with smaller missions, a single, small mistake could kill everyone in the unit.

      “We’re almost there,” another warrior said, riding up beside him. His name was Tekyv, and Mat wasn’t too fond of him after the month they’d spent together. A climber—Mat saw them a lot during the first war. They didn’t just want to do their job. They wanted to do their job and make it seem like they did more than their job and had to cover for others. Mat and Zayden had plenty of experience with the type. They were go-getters, tried to know everything, and never had any fun. They inserted themselves into everything, which was the most telltale sign of their intentions. They wanted to be seen, wanted to be a part of everything, so they were noticed.

      “I know.” He eyed the male, wondering if there would be a response.

      Tekyv met his stare but backed down quickly. “Maybe we should stop, so you can check the maps again.”

      “I don’t need to check the maps again.” Mat pointed in the distance. “We will forge a path between those two mountains, off the beaten trail, and enter a small valley. That valley will put us a half day's flight from the Elvasi’s camp, which will be farther to the southeast, by a large river that cuts through a larger valley.”

      “Understood, sir. If we’re so close, should we speed up? We could make it there by nightfall—”

      “No.” Mat continued to ride at the same steady pace he’d kept for a month. “We stay on track. If we have to spend a day or two resting in the valley to make sure we hit at the right time at our best, that’s what we do.”

      “The importance of the mission—”

      “Is not so pressing we need to run in, weary from the trip,” he snapped. “The horses also need a break. We can’t give them a long one, but we’re going to give them what we can. The importance of the mission is to succeed with minimal casualties. We don’t have the warriors to spare if we start getting sloppy.”

      “Is that how missions like this were run during the first war?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. You would have to ask Nevyn or Kian when we make it back. I’m only going off of the thousand years I’ve spent with the Company.” He knew Tekyv’s intent and didn’t want to play into it.

      “Don’t get uppity with us,” Zayden growled.

      “I’m just trying to understand the precedence of the decision making. I fought in the first war, and I’ve worked with Seanev and Leria for the last thousand years. When we attacked the Elvasi, we did so quickly. We ambushed them in quick strikes, never letting them have the opportunity to find us.”

      I don’t really fucking care what they did.

      “We’re trying to play this smart,” Zayden countered. “If they were closer, we might be able to do that, but we’ve all been on the road for a month and don’t want to risk injuries that could lead to us losing warriors. By reports, we’ll be too far from the Elvasi camp for them to find us.”

      “They’ll have scouts,” Tekyv fired back, getting heated. “If their scouts stumble on us—”

      “Stop. You aren’t in charge of this mission. Zayden and I are,” Mat said, pulling his horse around to cut off the other warrior. Beyond him, Mat could see the rest of their team, silent as they slowed to a stop. One looked to be nearly asleep. He’d had night watch, so Mat didn’t call him out. He stayed focused on Tekyv. “Nevyn, Zayden, and I spoke about all of this before we left. His recommendation was to take a night of rest if we can. Zayden and I agreed with him, knowing how long this trip would be. Now, we have a war against the Elvasi to fight. This mission can go very simply. It’s not complicated. We go in under the cover of darkness slowly. We find their supply stores. We burn them to the ground. We get out. An extra day, making sure everyone is well-rested and ready to go is not going to be the end of this mission.”

      “Yeah, it’s not like we’re setting an ambush for the gryphon riders. They’ve been conveniently missing since we killed the prince last year.” Zayden snorted. “Watch, we’re going to find them at this camp.”

      “Don’t wish ill-luck on us, please.” Mat chuckled, shaking his head at his old friend. When Tekyv said nothing, Mat nodded to him once, then continued moving. They would be at the valley halfway through the night, which was perfect timing, regardless of what this warrior felt. It allowed them to rest for the majority of the day and be ready for an evening strike.

      The sun traveled over their head, moving east to west as they rode silently. Zayden pulled his horse right next to Mat again and smiled.

      “We get this done, then we get to go home,” he said almost wistfully.

      “You miss her?” Mat asked softly, not wanting to disrupt the peacefulness around them.

      “Damn right.” Zayden scoffed. “You don’t?”

      “With every part of me,” he stressed. “But this is what we do. I hate not being with her, but I firmly believe she values our independence and her own.”

      “That’s just one amazing thing about her,” Zayden said with a grin. “How did I get so damn lucky?”

      “You weren’t.” With a snort, he reached out and thumped the back of his friend’s head. “She was too stubborn for you to chase off.”

      Zayden reached out and hit him in the side. Mat resisted a laugh, knowing it would be loud. He didn’t want to draw too much attention to the area, even if there wasn’t likely any Elvasi around.

      They entered their valley well after the sun went down and set up a small camp near a cliff and under a thick cover of trees.

      “No fires,” Mat ordered as everyone threw down their bedrolls. “We’ll do a simple, short rotation of guards while others sleep. Everyone should get enough to be ready for tonight.” He glanced at Tekyv, who happened to be staring back. “Do you want first watch?” He would give this guy a chance to step up if he really wanted it that much.

      “I’ll take it,” the warrior agreed. “What about meals?”

      “Everyone can eat their dry rations on their watch,” Mat answered, grabbing his bedroll from his horse. “Zayden?”

      “I’m working out the rotation for watch right now. You’ll be on last watch to wake everyone up,” the male said gruffly, looking over the group. “You lie down. I’ve got it.”

      “Thanks.” Mat settled in and closed his eyes, finding it easy to fall asleep. They were in a well-sheltered place, and he wasn’t concerned like Tekyv. He knew what he was doing.
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      “You’re up,” someone whispered. Mat jerked at the touch on his shoulder, his eyes flying open. He was wide awake in seconds. Zayden stood over him, smirking.

      “Get some sleep,” he whispered back. “Thanks.”

      Zayden thumped his shoulder and headed for his own bedroll. Mat got up quickly and quietly, looking to see another warrior coming toward him. Everyone called him Kick. Mat didn’t know his real name.

      “Hey, Kick. It’s me and you?” Mat covered a yawn when he was done speaking.

      “Yeah.”

      “Cool.” He liked Kick, a quiet male who obviously crushed a few skulls in his day. He was a bit older, and Mat knew him to be another one of Seanev’s who didn’t go on the summer campaign. They found the watch spot the others had formed and settled in together.

      “So, why are you and Tekyv on my mission and not with Seanev?” Mat asked suddenly, looking for conversation. He was curious, and Kick was better to ask than Tekyv. “And why did he try to throw Leria and Seanev into my face earlier?”

      Kick turned slowly toward him, narrowing his eyes.

      “Don’t be young and stupid,” the older male said softly. He was probably closing in on four thousand, and a gnarly scar covered his left eye, blinding him in it. Nevyn had known him, though, and put him on the team with Mat and Zayden.

      “Explain,” Mat pressed, wondering where that insult had come from.

      “Tekyv is testing the waters about the leadership of the rebellion, so he can put himself into a good place to earn points with Leria. He won’t do anything stupid, but he wants to go back up north and tell her how he was keeping all of you alive or something. There’s always one like him on a mission, right?” Kick smiled, but it looked angry. “I would have assumed you were like him when we met, but I guess you can’t be. You’re already at the top with that wife of yours.”

      Mat tried not to roll his eyes at that assumption.

      “I spent several centuries under Nevyn, Luykas, and more importantly, Alchan. They know I can do what they need me to. I didn’t need to marry her to get this position.”

      “You can’t deny it helps,” Kick countered.

      “I can. When I fell in love with her, she wasn’t Alchan’s Champion, she was the colosseum’s. Do you think that did me any good?”

      Kick’s eyebrows went up. “No, I don’t think it did,” he murmured.

      “It nearly got me, her, and Rain killed,” Mat explained softly.

      “Forgive my assumption.” Kick went quiet for a moment, then turned to Mat with another frown. “Do you really call His Majesty by his name?”

      “Yes,” Mat smirked. “When we were just a mercenary company, trying to make ends meet, he never wanted us to stand on formality. Also, it would have given away who he was to anyone who didn’t already know. We couldn’t contain the information entirely, but it saved us in more than a few situations when no one realized. Plus…” Mat wondered for only a couple of seconds if he could take this liberty. “He’s family. The Ivory Shadows are a family. A loose one with problems and fights, but we’ve fought by each other’s sides for too long not to be. He is Luykas’ brother and my wife’s adopted brother. Luykas is one of my wife’s husbands. Rain is Zayden’s son, Alchan’s Consort, and Mave’s little brother. We’re all tied together in ways that can’t be undone simply. So, we use names most of the time instead of trying to stand on title.”

      “Ah, I see now. Up north, we don’t know much about you Ivory Shadow warriors. We just knew you flew with the king in Olost.” Kick nodded slowly. “Sounds good, having a family like that.”

      “It is,” Mat whispered, for a moment aching to be back with them. “That’s just half of it. There’s Nevyn and Varon, who are best friends of Kian. Kian is my wife’s father by formal adoption and there’s the rest of the family to account for. Senri, Willem, Gentrin, and a new baby on the way. Bryn is a close friend of Nevyn and Varon as well, and he’s married—”

      “To your wife,” Kick said with a soft chuckle. “Females tend to do that. Tie everyone together.”

      “They do.” Mat looked into the woods, listening. There were the natural sounds of birds and a stream nearby, but nothing out of the ordinary. “How’s the northern community?”

      “Leria and Seanev stand above us. Leria is a great mativa but hands-off when it comes to really knowing us. There’re too many of us for her to know. Seanev knows all of his warriors. He’s a fantastic commander, but seeing him alone and seeing him at Leria’s side? Two different males. He’s entirely focused on her when she’s around.”

      “Of course.” Mat accepted that. He had a hard time focusing when Mave was around and he didn’t have a blood bond.

      “She also doesn’t like your Champion,” Kick admitted, sounding a little guilty. “Seanev doesn’t make his opinion known, but…Seanev and Mave are the last of the Lorrens. I’ve heard it’s complicated.”

      “You have no idea,” Mat said with a heavy sigh. “Complicated doesn’t begin to describe it.” He’d been told about Leria’s behavior with Seanev, and no one in the Company was ignorant of Mave’s feelings about the couple. They’d all thought Seanev would remain loyal to his wife, but even that assumption was thrown out with his decision to leave his wife. “It’s all personal from my understanding. There’s a lot of history there that can’t be undone or changed.”

      “The woes of family,” Kick said softly. “That I understand much better. I’ve watched all of mine die.”

      “Yeah…” Mat thought of his uncle. He spent as many days and nights as he could with the old male, knowing his time was running short. The years took a greater toll on him every year, but he’d stuck around for a long time for Mat, for the Company. Mat leaned over, putting his elbows on his knees, resting his head in his hands as he considered the change it was going to be for his uncle to leave them in the fall. Leshaun deserved to rest. He had hoped to retire years ago before Shadra had attacked them in Olost, and the stress of the rebellion put a good five hundred years on him overnight. It wasn’t just his duties as spymaster. At his age, he shouldn’t have been teaching new Blackbloods because of the stress it put on his body.

      They settled into silence, and Mat felt closer to this older male, thanks to the talk. He’d liked Kick from the beginning of the trip and was glad to finally get the chance to have a private conversation. As their watch drew closer to the end and midday was approaching, Mat decided to ask the male one more question.

      “How did you get your name?”

      “If we live through this mission, I’ll tell ya,” the old male answered with a wry smile. “Deal?” He extended a hand.

      Mat accepted, grinning. “Deal. Now let’s wake up these lazy pigeons.”

      Kicks laughed softly, and together, they went to slowly wake up each Andinna individually to keep from making too much noise. Mat knew they were too far from the Elvasi camp to get caught, but it was still better to speak softly and pack up quickly.

      “Make sure everything is ready to go. Roll up those bedrolls. When we get back, we’re jumping on the horses and moving.”

      He got silent nods in return. Zayden came up to his side and stifled a yawn.

      “Wake up,” he ordered his friend. “Can’t have you feeling drowsy for this.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Zayden muttered, smirking. “I sleep better when I have—”

      “Let’s talk about that on the way home,” Mat said with a smirk of his own.

      “You can’t deny being in the woods like this doesn’t remind you of her,” the cranky male said with a soft punch to his arm. “Especially after that wild night—”

      Mat reached out and put a hand over his mouth.

      “Again, let’s save it for when we’re done with this mission. Then we can get back to daydreaming about home.”

      It didn’t take long for everyone to be ready, standing in front of him and Zayden.

      “We’re splitting into two smaller teams,” Mat explained as he had before. This was already decided, but a quick reminder before a mission never hurt. “Does anyone here not remember who they were assigned with?”

      No hands went up.

      “Good. Then split in the middle. If you’re with me, come over. If you’re with Mat, go to his side,” Zayden continued.

      Mat watched patiently as the team split. Kick was on his side, which was exciting. He wanted to see what the older male could do.

      “We’re entering the valley from two sides, with this being our meeting place. No one leaves until the other unit comes back or dawn hits. Once dawn comes over the horizon, if you’ve made it here, get on your horse and leave, and for the love of the Skies, don’t take anyone else’s horse, thinking you might need it. You might strand someone walking home by themselves.” Zayden sent a glare around the group.

      “The mission is simple. We’re sneaking into the camps and finding their supply stores. We set them on fire, then get out. Both Zayden and I have fast burning fat that will speed the process. We should be able to do a lot of damage before this is over. We won’t stick around to see how it plays out. We just have to hope it’s effective.”

      “You ready?” Zayden asked softly, leaning to him.

      “Yeah. You?”

      “For her,” his friend said with a smile. This one wasn’t joyful. It was trouble. Mat smiled back.

      “For her,” he agreed. They both knew Mave wanted to be out there, taking Elvasi heads for herself. They would do this for her and make it home.

      They launched into the air as a unit, dividing as they came over the treetops. They flew low, skimming branches precariously to keep from being too obvious. It was a long flight at a fast pace, the sun moving further to the west and going behind the mountains, giving them a dark shade that helped conceal them further.

      Mat picked the clearing to land in with his unit. He held up a hand, indicating he wanted silence. The sun was now truly falling, the light in the sky becoming a deep blue and closing in on a black night every moment. Stars were beginning to show up above their heads, and he caught a glimpse of the red moon rising.

      He drew his sword and waved for his warriors to follow him as he began to work his way through the thick underbrush and trees. It was a good sign because it told him the Elvasi didn’t patrol very far out of their camp, so he didn’t need to worry about seeing them just yet.

      They moved silently until he could see the edge of a cliff. He crouched down and moved low, tucking his wings in close, so they didn’t hit anything.

      I wish I were sneaky like Bryn. He’s so good at this part.

      Once on the cliffside, Mat smiled. Below, there was little activity. Only a few fires were lit, and some Elvasi wandered around, but it wasn’t bustling with activity.

      “How do we get down?” a warrior asked behind him.

      “Carefully,” Mat answered. “Follow my lead.”

      He edged closer and checked the shadows. His side of the valley was covered in the red glow of the moon, which would make it obvious they were climbing down. That was a problem he was grateful Zayden wouldn’t have. The south side of the valley was in the deep shadow of a mountain, thanks to the angle of the moon.

      Mat moved east, looking for a trail down. It was risky since an Elvasi could be patrolling or guarding it, but that was a chance they had to take. They would get spotted climbing down the cliff without a doubt.

      He found what he was looking for, a trail on an incline instead of sheer cliffside. Down the trail were two guards in leather armor, waiting with a couple of torches to light their area. A simple entrance, probably for patrols to come and go.

      Mat pointed for his Andinna to follow him, circling wide around the guards, who seemed relaxed and out of it. Typical night watch boredom. Mat knew the curse of being night watch and getting sloppy. He’d only ever made that mistake once after Alchan whacked him, then Leshaun whacked him when Alchan was done with him.

      Mat took his warriors as close to the Elvasi as he felt comfortable, holding up a fist to make them wait. They spent the last month making sure everyone knew the hand symbols, and he was glad to see it had stuck.

      He readied his sword, his eyes flicking around to see if there were any other watchers.

      Once he confirmed there weren’t, he struck, and Kick followed him. As Mat stabbed into the back of one, Kick rushed around him and drove his sword into the chest of the second. They didn’t let the bodies drop and make any more noise. Dragging the dead Elvasi soldiers into the forest cover, they propped them up behind trees, out of sight from the torches.

      Mat then led his warriors into the camp. They were all attentive.

      “Fucking Andinna,” an Elvasi said from one of the makeshift buildings. Mat threw up a fist and pointed to a shadowed space between two tents. They ducked together, waiting. “Do they really think their tricks will save them from the might of the Empire? The only reason they have any victories in this sad rebellion is they play dirty.”

      “Yeah, I think they’re just suicidal at this point,” another said. “If they really want to die, we can do that. I’d much rather be at home with my girl than here, though.”

      “That’s right! You just got married last year.”

      “I did, but then I heard these barbarians killed Prince Lothen. I wasn’t going to miss out on getting revenge for that.”

      Mat listened for footsteps, hearing them retreat as the conversation continued. Once he was certain they were gone, he looked around the corner, and they kept moving. It didn’t take long to find a potential target. It was late, and the building was quiet, but a quick look inside told Mat it was the mess, where they met for meals. The food stores are either inside or close by. Those would be better. We could do both, though.

      He looked into the next building and found exactly what he wanted. Kick was suddenly beside him, flint in hand. Mat nodded at him as the other warriors took defensive positions around him. Mat poured half of the skin’s liquid onto the packages and crates inside, focusing on open food items like potatoes. Once he was done, he stepped outside and moved to the mess, covering the door and its frame in the remaining liquid.

      Kick was there suddenly, giving him a thumbs up. Mat looked at the storage building, its door closed. Smoke was beginning to creep out. Kick lit the door, and they started moving again, knowing they had to go fast. Mat led. They were passing the dead guards when the fire alert started, and Elvasi began to wake up. Mat took a quick second to look down at camp from the cliff and smiled as the fire began to rage, and the Elvasi scrambled to put them out.

      For the Andinna. For Mave.

      Everything wasn’t perfect, though. He stood there a moment longer than he should have and saw a handful of Andinna flying out of the other side of the camp. Arrows were following them, and one of the warriors fell from the sky, disappearing into the camp.

      No.
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      Everything had gone so well at the beginning. Zayden had led his unit to the cliff and discovered he was on the better side of the valley, with the deep shadow of the mountain working in his favor. He’d climbed down first, taking the risk, and they followed him shortly once he secured the place they could come down to. They had found an armory and a supply building, dousing them both with the flammable liquid.

      That was where it went wrong.

      “Who’s there?” an Elvasi called out. Zayden turned quickly, seeing the dark silhouette of the enemy, too far away for him to strike.

      “Stop him,” Zayden snapped, wondering why none of the other Andinna had jumped into action yet.

      Tekyv jumped forward a heartbeat later, his sword already drawn, and cut the Elvasi down before the poor bastard even had a chance to speak another word, but the kill made noise because Tekyv let the body drop. A bone-crunching thud marked the death of the Elvasi soldier, and it was bound to draw more attention. Zayden was sure of it.

      “Get the fires going,” he ordered, walking away from the group. He only went ten paces before he heard the first bad sign—more footsteps. He turned back and hissed. “Hurry!”

      Finally, the crackle of a fire began, eating into the wood structure they had chosen. Zayden turned back to keep his watch and saw them coming out of tents now. Elvasi eyes widened as they saw him.

      Why do I keep finding myself in these positions? I need to stop entering enemy encampments, Skies damn it.

      He turned and moved quickly back to his warriors. One was using a makeshift stick to grab some of the flames and move it to the second building.

      “We need to get into the air,” he ordered. “Now.”

      A twang called his eyes to its source. He saw an Elvasi smiling in the firelight, arrow up.

      “Stand down, or we’ll kill another,” he ordered softly. “Surrender.”

      Another? Zayden took a chance to look down and saw the blood spread around his feet. Fire was lighting up the area, and Elvasi began to scream on the other side of the camp, but Zayden’s eyes were only drawn to Tekyv, now on the ground, an arrow going into one of his eyes.

      At least it was quick.

      He looked around quickly. There were a dozen Elvasi around them, and he wasn’t sure how they got there or how they moved so quickly. Was this an ambush? A trap? Or were they just nearby and realized something was happening they could take advantage of?

      “Surrender, Andinna,” another Elvasi snapped in anger.

      Surrender. They’re asking for surrender. That’s positive to end up in torture for information and execution down the line, but they aren’t killing us. Not yet. I don’t know how they got here, but that gives us a chance. They don’t have fucking nets on them, at least.

      Zayden dropped his sword, letting it hit the ground hard, so everyone heard it drop without a chance to second guess it.

      “Sir!” another Andinna gasped.

      “Do as I do,” he said with as much resolve as he could. “I’m the commander of this unit. You’ll follow orders.”

      He heard their blades hit the ground. Zayden knew this was risky. He knew they would all lose their weapons, but weapons were replaceable—lives were not. His job was to get out of this mission with as few casualties as possible.

      Zayden watched the Elvasi around them. Those with bows lowered them as those with swords drew close. Once those bows were pointed at the ground, Zayden smiled.

      “Have a nice evening. Hope the fires keep you warm.” He jumped in the air and spun to see his warriors. “Fly!”

      They rose up with him. They made it halfway up the cliff before the arrows started to fly by them in the sky. Zayden heard a scream and looked down for only a moment to see another of his warriors fall, but he couldn’t stop. He made it to the top of the cliff and grabbed another warrior, pulling him out of the line of fire. A third landed with him, then a fourth.

      “Let’s go!” he ordered. “Run and don’t stop. Forget the weapons. Fly when we get back to our landing clearing!”

      He ran with them but heard the sound of horses being woken from the camp, mixing in with the rest of the chaos. They reached the clearing before any Elvasi reached them. Zayden was the last in the air, watching his warriors get into the air before following them. They flew hard and fast. Zayden tried not to think about the two bodies he left behind. He couldn’t think about them yet.

      When Zayden crash-landed into the valley where they had hidden their horses, he was tackled to the ground.

      “Get off me, Mat!” he yelled. “Get off.”

      “I thought it was you,” the male whispered, holding him close anyway. “Skies, I thought it was you.”

      “I’m not that fucking easy to kill,” he growled. “You know that.”

      “Who did we lose?” Mat asked, finally pulling away.

      Zayden took the chance to get back on his feet and dust off, glaring at his friend.

      “Tekyv and Satien,” he answered finally, sighing. “Tekyv was killed first. Arrow to the eye. They wanted to capture us. Idiots forgot nets, so it was probably a rush decision when they realized we were there. Satien was shot out of the sky as we were leaving.”

      “Where’s your sword?” Mat was frowning now, looking him over.

      “We left them. I had the group pretend we were surrendering to get the Elvasi to relax just enough for us to jump into the air and start our escape.” Zayden sighed, rubbing his face. “Could have gone better.”

      “Could have gone worse,” Mat countered. “We’ll say a prayer for Tekyv and Satien at our next rest spot. We won’t be able to recover their bodies.”

      “We never can,” Zayden whispered. Mat thumped his shoulder and started moving. Zayden watched him get to his own horse, then realized everyone was watching him and had heard the entire conversation. That wasn’t a bad thing, but it made him feel guilty. He’d lost two. Mat had gotten out with everyone, but he had lost two in a sloppy capture attempt by Elvasi.

      He pulled himself onto his horse, sad he didn’t have his sword on him anymore, but he still had a dagger. He tried to think about the sword because it was easier than thinking about the two warriors.

      Should have gone off without a problem, Skies damn it.

      He knew the two warriors who were gone would be welcomed with open arms by Kristanya in the afterlife. He knew they would be given a warrior’s welcome by her, or so said their beliefs.

      He rode beside Mat, and they pushed their horses to get them out of the valley and farther away from the Elvasi. As they came over the top of the small hill that marked the edge, Zayden felt chills run down his spine at the screech of a gryphon.

      He knew that sound all too well, and it was all too close.

      “Someone, tell me that was a wild gryphon,” Kick said, gruff and anxious at the same time. Zayden recognized a little of himself in it.

      “Let’s fucking hope—”

      A hunting horn sounded and echoed off the surrounding mountains—another screech, then another.

      “I didn’t see any fucking gryphons in the camp,” Mat snapped. “Ride. Everyone ride!”

      Zayden spurred his horse on, looking over his shoulder.

      “Neither did I. Do you think they were patrolling and just missed us while we hit them? Did we really get that lucky?”

      “Apparently, and I’m blaming this on you, asshole. You had to mention the fucking gryphon riders, and here they are!” Mat yelled and pushed his horse to start in a hard gallop, passing everyone and taking the lead, making a path for everyone with his charge.

      Zayden couldn’t argue. He had astoundingly bad luck sometimes. It always paired with freakishly good luck. Finding the maps of Lothen’s plans and having to fight for his life to get out of that camp. Finding out Rain and Alchan were fucking, but also getting the female of his dreams as his wife.

      Now, he had successfully snuck by a gryphon rider unit, only for the riders to track them down.

      Sounds like a normal mission for me. Tell me, Goddess Kristanya, what did I ever do to deserve this? What have I done to incur the wrath of the black dragon?

      They rode hard, barreling through the trees, but it wasn’t enough. Another screech told them they were being followed. He looked up to see one soar over his head, going over double the speed of their horses.

      “How?” a warrior yelled in frustration and shock.

      “Gryphons are aerial predators,” Kick answered. “Elvasi know how to use it.”

      They burst into a clearing, and Zayden pulled his horse to follow Mat as he cut to the left. A screech, a horse’s neigh, and a scream right behind him had him kicking his horse to move faster.

      All I have is a fucking dagger. I can’t take them in a fight right now.

      “Ride harder!” Mat roared from the front.

      It wasn’t enough. Two more riders swooped down into the clearing, and Zayden was knocked from his horse, sent flying as talons tore open his shoulder. He pulled out his dagger as he tried to get up, knowing his horse was either dead or running for its life. He blinked, trying to clear his vision as he moved, heading for the closest treeline he could see. A horse ran up beside him, and Kick was suddenly at his side, throwing an arm around his waist.

      “Don’t stop,” the old male ordered. “Don’t stop. Keep going. We can get into the trees.”

      “Your horse, you idiot,” Zayden growled, looking for where it went.

      “Fuck the horse.”

      Zayden and Kick kept moving, breaking through the treeline and into the underbrush. Before Zayden could let out a relieved breath, he was shoved to the side. Mat was there, his sword drawn, staring down the gryphon riders in the field. Zayden tried to count who was dead and who was alive, but he couldn’t get a good idea. Mat was with him, and so was the older male, Kick.

      “What the fuck are we going to do?” the old male asked, staring down their enemies as the Elvasi let their gryphons gorge on horse meat while the riders stared down the Andinna.

      “If we run, they’ll chase,” Zayden whispered.

      “And they know they’ll catch us, which is why they’re letting the gryphons have a snack,” Mat said, panting.

      “Where the hell is your horse?” Zayden asked, a little pissed that both of them lost their way out of this.

      “Jumped off it behind you, and it probably already ran off.”

      “Fuck. You could have made it back to her.”

      “Not without you,” Mat hissed. “Don’t be fucking stupid.”

      “Both of you boys need to stop bitching at each other and start thinking of a way to get us out of this mess,” Kick growled. “Do you think anyone else made it out of the clearing?”

      “No idea. There are four gryphon riders in front of us, but they normally run in larger groups. Who knows where the others are at this point? Hopefully, running for their lives and not getting eaten.” Mat sounded stressed, not that Zayden could fault him. “Let’s just walk away slowly. Maybe we can bait them into getting to a place where we can kill them.”

      Zayden looked down at his dagger and sighed. It wasn’t a good option, but it was the best one they had.

      They had gone from over a dozen to three.

      They began to back away, and one of the Elvasi laughed. It was Kick who was brave enough to turn his back on them and start running first.

      “They want to play with us,” Zayden pointed out as the Elvasi didn’t follow.

      “Then we need to win.” Mat thumped his shoulder as they ran. They went deep into the trees, not paying attention to the direction. They jumped a river, using their wings to catch the air, and kept moving. Zayden’s arm began to throb, and his vision went blurry again. He wobbled once, bumping to Mat, who grabbed his arm silently. There was no way they could stop and look at his shoulder, not yet or probably any time soon.

      They finally had to stop as the sun was beginning to drop again.

      “We need to stop and rest,” Mat said, panting hard. “Why haven’t they followed us yet?”

      “Maybe they have orders to stay near their camp?” Kick offered, shrugging. “We need to look at that.” He pointed at Zayden.

      Zayden didn’t reply for a moment. He found a large rock and leaned against it, panting while he tried to keep his eyes open. He found himself staring at Mat, who had brotherly concern written all over his face.

      “It’s not fatal,” he finally explained. “The bleeding slowed down and stopped while we ran. I’m woozy, but I’m not dying. Thank the Skies for being Andinna.”

      “Yeah…” Mat walked to him and wrapped an arm around his waist. “Anything else?”

      “Nah. When they flung me off my horse, they didn’t drop the horse on top of me. I rolled, but nothing else.”

      “All right. Let’s find a place to sit down for a minute. We’ll move if we hear any of the gryphons.”

      Zayden nodded, letting Mat walk him to a fallen log. It wasn’t the best for sitting on, so they sat on the dirt and leaned against it. Kick stayed on his feet, staring in the direction they ran from.

      “Do you think they’ll follow us at a distance?” the old male asked after a long silence.

      “That would be bad fucking news,” Mat muttered. “But it’s possible. If we give them the location of home…”

      “We’ll just keep moving and sleep when we can,” Zayden grumbled. “That’s all we can do.”

      Both of the males with him nodded.

      “Hey, Kick.”

      “Yes?” The old male looked down at Mat, frowning.

      “Why do they call you Kick? You promised to tell me if we survived, and here we are.”

      Zayden snorted. He didn’t know such a stupid deal had been made, but now he was curious.

      “When I was a young warrior, someone startled me when they tried to wake me. I kicked the guy so hard, he lost three teeth and blacked out. When he came to, he told people I kicked like a horse. It evolved from there. It was over three thousand years ago.”

      “I was hoping for a better story,” Mat mumbled.

      “Yeah, sometimes the mystery makes these things better than they really are,” Kick agreed, chuckling. “But you asked, and a deal was made. Now, we just need to survive.”

      They stayed where they were for only a short while longer before getting to their feet and walking again. The night was dark, too many trees blocking the red glow of the moon. They didn’t hear any gryphons or other evidence of the Elvasi, which was a blessing. When dawn came, they all had to admit they couldn’t go any further without getting some sleep. Kick pointed out a cave, and they settled down for a nap.

      “It’s going to be a long trip home on foot,” Zayden grumbled.

      “Yeah,” Mat agreed. “You two get some sleep first. I’ll stand watch, then wake you, Kick. We need to let Zayden hit a healing sleep.”

      “Aye.”

      They passed out together, leaving Mat sitting near the entrance, watching the world.
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      Mave watched the sunset, standing next to Alchan after their training was finished. The sky was a rich medley of colors from oranges and reds to pinks and purples. Clouds drifted across the sky, grabbing the colors.

      “Here’s some water,” Rain offered, walking to them as they watched the sun dip behind the mountains. She took the glass from him in silence, nodding her thanks instead. She felt peaceful, even though she had no reason to be.

      Another month had rolled by, and there was no word on how the men she loved were doing. Mat and Zayden had not yet returned. Seanev and his entire army were still in the wind, and Bryn’s scouts had yet to find them. She trained every day, both with Emerian and Alchan, and sometimes, she spent the afternoons with Trevan after his own training was done. Bryn and Luykas were both busy, trying to find everything and figure out what the hell Shadra was going to do next.

      But for a moment, she felt peaceful.

      It’s probably just exhaustion, but I’ll take what I can get.

      Mave sipped the cool water, fresh from a stream. Rain backed away, leaving her alone with Alchan again and rejoining the crowd hanging around the clearing where they trained.

      It had once again become a bit of a hangout for the Company. Kian was fanning Senri. They had been bored and wanted to watch Alchan and Mave train. Bryn stopped by for a quick snack between meetings. Luykas and Leshaun were reading at the edge of the clearing, in the shade of the trees. Emerian, Trevan, Dave, and now Learen were all hanging out and joking around. The fact Learen found a place with that strange group of friends was promising. He didn’t speak much to anyone, but seeing him near the Company brought the older members joy, especially Luykas and Alchan.

      “Today was good training,” Alchan finally commented, breaking her out of her thoughts.

      “It was.” Taking another sip of her water, she side-eyed him. “Rain was out here fast enough once it was done.”

      “I’m beginning to think he listens through the door, waiting for the moment he can come out,” Alchan said with a chuckle. He turned, and her gaze followed his. Rain was sitting on the steps, smiling as Lilliana walked out with a small plate and handed it to him. He patted the spot next to him and convinced her to sit with him.

      “They’re becoming great friends, aren’t they,” Mave said with a smirk. “How are you handling that?”

      “Is that the rumor? Friends?” Alchan snorted, shaking his head. “No, Rain has declared Lilliana part of his family because it’s Rain and a female with no one else to turn to. It’s his favorite thing to do.”

      “Are you jealous?” Mave gasped.

      “No because I know Rain isn’t going to sleep with her,” Alchan retorted in a snappy, immature, and boyish way. He wasn’t jealous, but it definitely annoyed him. Mave knew why. This rooted Lilliana deeper into his household, and he was dealing with feelings he didn’t want to have—wants he wasn’t comfortable with.

      “It’ll be fine,” she promised. “If it gets to be too much, we’ll work something out, and if we can’t, I’ll kill you, and the entire problem goes away.”

      Alchan didn’t get angry at her lighthearted promise—he spat his water out in laughter.

      “Only you,” he finally said, wiping his face dry. “Only you.”

      “There’s a reason I’m your sister,” she teased, grinning.

      “That there is,” he said, nodding as he threw an arm over her shoulder. Together, they looked out on their friends and family.

      Mave quickly lost the lighthearted feeling.

      “There are too many of them missing,” she whispered. “Mat, Zayden, Nevyn, and Varon. Hell, I would take Seanev right about now.”

      “I know. I agree.” Alchan squeezed her shoulder. “But this is war.”

      “This is war,” she repeated, sighing. For just a moment, she was tired of war.

      “What else is on your mind?”

      “I want peace. I’ve never had any, you know. Even when we got to Olost, and I was free, Shadra continued to find ways to get in the way of me living a normal life away from her. She still found ways to hurt all of us. I was thinking…I want just a moment of real peace, with no hidden threats looming over our heads or a battle over the horizon. Just peace.” She took a deep breath. “I want to wake up and see everyone here for no other reason than to be around.”

      His one arm hold grew tighter. “Have you ever thought about what you would do with that sort of free time? When we freed you, you were fretting about what you would do with it.”

      “I have no idea,” she said with a groan. “But I want to find out.”

      Her king was silent for a long time as they watched their friends, and the sun disappeared. When he finally spoke, he said something surprising.

      “Give me some time. I think I have some ideas about what you might be able to do once you have a well-earned rest from war and violence.”

      “You don’t need to—”

      “Yes, I do.” There was something underneath those words, emotions neither Mave nor Alchan really liked talking about in such an open setting and definitely not with each other. There was a deep caring between them. It wasn’t like what Mave had with her husbands, Rain, or anyone else in the Company. Ever since that ride to Kerit, when Alchan had claimed her as his sister, there was a deep, unwavering loyalty and love that couldn’t be thrown off. The connection only grew deeper by the day. It felt, in a strange sense, purer than anything she shared with even her husbands, who she loved more than anything in her life. It was almost unsettling. If it had come about a few years before, it would have terrified her.

      Now, standing here and watching everyone, she just felt content for a minute, secure in the knowledge she and Alchan could handle anything thrown their way, as long as they worked together. It was fitting. He was a warrior, and she was his sword, a weapon for him to point, an extension of himself. He was a king, and she was his Champion.

      Who knew this would be where I ended up after leaving the Empire? I certainly had no clue.

      She finally broke the hold and walked to the group. She smiled at Emerian when he saw her walk by and realized she finally had Leshaun cornered for a minute when she was about to pass him and Luykas. She had meant to talk to the elderly male, her uncle through marriage, but he was a hard man to get hold of now.

      “Leshaun,” she greeted, walking over to him.

      “Mave.” He smiled, knowing something was coming as he looked up from his book.

      “We need to talk, you and I,” she said, pointing a finger between them. “Would you walk with me? Or would you prefer I sit?”

      “Come sit,” he said softly, patting a spot on the grass beside him. Luykas looked up and smiled, then went back to his book, ignoring them. She fell to the ground and stretched her legs out. “What do you need?”

      “I need you to teach me a couple of blood magic rituals for future reasons.”

      “Of course. Come by my home at lunchtime, bring food, and we’ll work it out,” he said simply.

      “That’s it?” She frowned. “No argument?”

      “I will never pass up the opportunity to teach someone. Plus, it’s you. I never liked leaving your blood magic education to Luykas, but neither of you would have me. I finally get to see if your chaotic nature is really teachable. You’ll be the most challenging student I’ve ever had. A good thing to try right before I retire.”

      “I’m a wonderful student!” she said with an insulted gasp. After a moment, they both laughed. Mave was a stubborn student who didn’t much care for tradition. She cared for what was useful. She was like that with everything in her life except one—the flute. She adored playing the flute whenever she had a quiet moment.

      “You’ll be coming by just as the younglings leave to go home,” he smirked. “Maybe you can give them a little bit of fun to get some of that chaotic energy out of you before we have lessons.”

      “Sure,” she agreed, shrugging. She didn’t just play the flute for quiet time. She liked watching the young children dance around, living beautiful, joyful lives she had never experienced. “How many children are in the village right now?”

      “Oh, only a handful, five or six. They’ll be leaving when I do. They’re going up to Leria’s community.”

      “Good, it’ll be safer for them up there,” she said softly. “So, you’ll teach me?”

      “Yes. I won’t be able to teach you much before we’re out of time, but if you just want to learn a few of the rituals, I can do that for you. Lesson one can be right now. Intent is the most important part of blood magic. You can take all the power you want from your blood, but if you don’t have the proper intent to focus on the outcome you wish to achieve, it can become a waste.”

      “I’ll remember that.”

      For a moment, he just stared at her.

      “Yes?” she tilted her head, wondering what was wrong.

      “Do you want to talk about Matesh and Zayden? I know they’re two weeks late getting back.”

      “Have you learned anything that might help with that?”

      “No,” he said sadly.

      “Then I don’t want to talk about it,” she said firmly. “They’re strong warriors, and they will come home to me. Late is okay, as long as they come back.”

      He nodded respectfully, then wiggled his book. “I need to get back to it. We are rereading all of our intel since winter to see if we missed any hints or clues.”

      “I’ll leave you to it.” She leaned over and kissed his forehead affectionately, then stood. She had options. She could bother Senri and Kian, her loving parents, or harass Emerian, Trevan, and Dave. Learen wandered off while she wasn’t paying attention.

      She decided to save Kian from his wife. She walked over and grabbed the fan from him, doing his job. His arm dropped, and he groaned.

      “Thank you.”

      Senri looked up from what she was sewing and gasped.

      “Mave! My wonderful daughter. What are you doing?”

      “Helping Kian before his arm falls off. He’s been over here keeping you cool for a very long time.”

      “Oh. He could have stopped at any time,” Senri said, frowning.

      Kian just laughed as though it was the most ridiculous suggestion he had ever heard.

      “What are you making?” Mave asked, sitting down. She rested the fan in her lap. It was the color of a winter night, that blue and grey, all blended together.

      “A blanket,” her mother answered.

      “For?”

      “You. You couldn’t guess? It matches your eyes pretty well.” She pulled it up, showing off the fabric. “How does Mat describe them again? Frosted steel. I think they’re more like a storm, dark blue-grey clouds rolling in.”

      “It’s the light,” Kian said with a snort. “Her eyes change, depending on her temper.”

      Mave pointed at Kian, trying to indicate he was right. She’d heard a lot about her eyes described so many ways.

      “I thought the blanket looked more like a winter night,” Mave said softly, reaching out to touch it. Senri slapped her hand away.

      “You can touch it when it’s done, but until then, keep your dirty hands away from it.”

      “I didn’t know you could sew,” Mave pointed out.

      “Who do you think keeps repairing Kian’s armor?” Senri asked, tilting her head, expecting a very certain answer.

      Mave grinned. “Gentrin.”

      She got thumped for that answer.

      “I don’t do many chores, but I’ve had a lot of free time recently,” her mother said with a huff. “Would you play a little music for me? I’m getting tired of the silence.”

      Mave nodded, pulling out the small flute she still carried everywhere. It was her newer one, gifted to her a year earlier by Senri and her husbands when they adopted her. Mave played a soft tune she picked up from a female who came from Leria’s community. It wasn’t for anything specific as far as Mave knew, just soft and elegant.

      “You’ll have to play that for your younger sibling when he or she is born,” Kian said quietly. “It’s a nice lullaby.”

      Mave raised an eyebrow, curious about what he said but kept playing. He only nodded, confirming she had heard him right.

      Mave kept playing, trying not to smile. They were quiet as she played and clapped softly as she finished the song. She stood and gave a mock bow to everyone listening, which was now everyone in the clearing, including Alchan, who stood at the bottom of his steps. She never knew him to like music, but he was smiling as she caught his eye.

      One day, I’ll play for your children, too.

      It would be great to become an aunt. If he had a hard time being a father, she could help. She would help, as well as her males, their friends.

      Everyone settled back into what they were doing, but it wasn’t long before people began to head home. Luykas walked over to her and kissed her cheek.

      “I’m going home to make a late dinner. Hopefully, it’ll still be hot by the time Bryn comes home.”

      “I should get going, too,” Senri declared.

      “Help her get home?” Mave inquired of her husband, who smiled then offered his arm to Senri. Senri looked between them, and Kian frowned, humorously insulted.

      “Love, get my things,” Senri ordered, pointing to her sewing bag before walking with Luykas. Kian glared at Mave, who stuck her tongue out.

      “I’m going in,” Alchan called out. “Don’t all of you stay out here and keep me up all night.”

      Mave took that as a warning to head out as well. Rain and Lilliana were already inside. Emerian, Trevan, and Dave stood, brushing themselves off. The gryphon wasn’t around, so she decided to join them.

      “Want to head back with me?” she asked. “You are walking, right? I don’t see Vahn around.”

      “Yeah, we’re walking,” Trevan confirmed. “I don’t like bringing him over here. It makes people uncomfortable. A gryphon and an Elvasi right next to the king…”

      “It’s a bad look,” she agreed. “Not that we think you would do anything.”

      “Others might,” Trevan whispered. “But it’s fine. A good walk never hurt anyone, and I’ve been doing it my entire life.”

      She chuckled. “What about you, Dave?”

      “Vahn is nice, but sometimes, I get sick in the air,” the human grumbled. “I’m perfectly fine walking.”

      “Dave!” she gasped. “You never told me you got airsick. Why didn’t you say sooner?”

      “It’s not a big deal—”

      At that moment, an Andinna came crashing into the clearing.

      “I need to see the king,” he said loudly, looking around. “Champion, can you get the king?”

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, walking quickly to the warrior. He wore the simple leather armor of a guard. He was sweating, panting as he grabbed her arm.

      He must have flown a good distance and fast. He’s going to fall on his ass.

      “Seanev’s campaign is back,” the guard said between hard breaths. She grabbed him under an elbow, helping him stay on his feet. “He’s back. We have him at the northwestern guard post.”

      Before she could say anything, Emerian was on Alchan’s porch knocking for her. Brave male. Everyone knew Mave was the best person to get the king if it was an option, especially when it got late.

      He is my nemari. It’s expected he’ll handle things for me. Alchan won’t hurt him.

      Alchan burst out, making Emerian nearly stumble off the porch. Alchan grabbed the younger male by the arm and held him for a moment, then moved him to a safer place. He looked down at her, his amber eyes narrowing. Mave only pointed at the guard.

      “I heard the yelling,” Alchan growled, storming past Emerian and jumping down. “But I didn’t hear what it was about.”

      “Seanev is at the northwestern guard post,” she explained. “Does that mean…”

      “He’s going by our bad news protocol,” Alchan said, sighing. “Something happened and we need to brief him before he comes back.” Alchan turned on her nemari, who was still standing at the door. Rain was there now as well. “I need both of you to round up everyone and meet Mave and me at the guard post.”

      “Yes, sir.” Emerian lowered his head before jumping off and flying out of sight. Rain went right after him, heading up the cliff.

      “Let’s go,” he ordered. “I need you to come with me since I’m not allowed to leave the village without a guard. You.” Alchan pointed at the young male who had flown in. “Go inside my home and tell Lady Lilliana you need food and water at my order. You can return to your post when I am back.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Mave jumped off first, knowing Alchan would be right behind her. He quickly overtook her and flew like he knew where they were going. Mave knew the locations of the guard posts but didn’t regularly visit them. She had helped review them over the winter but hadn’t needed to go near them since.

      It was a long flight. The northwestern guard post was a day’s ride. There were several around the village, far enough away to give them advanced warning if the enemy was seen coming too close. Even more were scattered out farther, all part of an advanced warning system Senri developed to protect the center of the rebellion and the home of the king.

      It was firmly night when they landed at the small camp with only two buildings. One was living quarters, and the other was both a supply building and a place for them to eat out of the cold. In the center of their claimed clearing was a large fire, built where Mave knew the guards spent most of their time when they weren’t perched in the trees or patrolling around the camp for any evidence of the Elvasi.

      “Where’s Seanev?” Alchan asked the guard running up to them. Mave found it odd they hadn’t seen the army on their way in.

      It’s beyond odd. It’s fucking troubling. It’s bad. This is bad.

      “He and his warriors are a short walk away in a separate clearing. Please follow me.” The guard turned sharply and started jogging, Mave and Alchan rushing to keep up.

      What they found in the next clearing was soul-crushing.

      Mave didn’t see her brother immediately. She saw the warriors, so many of them, but so few at the same time.

      So very few.

      “Hey,” someone called softly. Warriors looked up at her and Alchan, their eyes sad, but unsurprised. They had known someone was on the way. Mave tried to find who spoke and inhaled sharply as she saw her brother.

      He had a terrible scar on his bare chest, shoulder to hip, but that wasn’t even the worst of it.

      His right arm was gone from the elbow.

      Mave took a step toward him, but Alchan was there first.

      “Seanev, what the hell happened? Your arm! Wh-what the fuck?” Alchan’s frantic words cut through Mave. She had never heard him talk like that before. He was supposed to be the one who took things well and made everyone believe he could handle it. And when he couldn’t do that, he got pissed off because he hated being stressed out without a solution.

      Frantic was never a word Mave wanted to use to describe Alchan.

      “We were about to hit our third location,” her brother started. “Everything was going well. We got into position. We killed their scouts and planned to hit fast before anyone could realize we were there. It had worked so well for the first two.”

      “Of course, it did,” Alchan snapped. “You’re the most experienced general I have. Let’s sit down. You should sit down.”

      Mave followed in silence as one of her brothers forced the other to walk. Seanev seemed empty. It was the only way for her to describe it. He’s suffered a terrible defeat, two terrible injuries, and he was probably still dealing with that. She knew the body healed, but the mind could take time.

      She didn’t sit on the log with them, just stood quietly, wondering what she could do. Alchan was doing what she should have been doing. She resigned herself to listening from behind them, watching their backs.

      “You can continue,” Alchan said softly.

      “We didn’t even get the chance to start our attack. The camp mobilized and came at us, but…Alchan, it was like Elvasi soldiers came out of thin air. My scouts didn’t have any evidence the location wouldn’t be secure. Archers flooded the hills while most of my warriors were resting…”

      “The missing soldiers,” Mave whispered to Alchan. Alchan nodded.

      “What?” Seanev looked back at her, his mouth open in confusion.

      “Bryn’s scouts do regular number checks of the Elvasi camps we know about,” Alchan explained. “You know that. Well, about a month ago, we found one of the camps had nearly half of their soldiers just disappear in the mountains. The scout couldn’t find them. At the same time, in other areas of the mountain, Shadra deployed more of her army into several camps, many of which we sent smaller strike teams to. It seems…she set us up, and you paid for it.”

      Seanev blinked several times. “It was an ambush, then. She would have…figured out where we were going, how we were planning on attacking her, then set up an ambush.”

      “That’s my guess. What happened to you?”

      “I fought. I lost.” Seanev said, his eyes darkening. “Isn’t that obvious? One of my warriors was able to drag me out of that valley. We found as many survivors as we could, then began coming home. Without a thousand men and tons of horses, we could move faster.”

      “How long ago?” Alchan asked.

      Seanev closed his eyes, and Mave watched his mouth move, whispering numbers, mentally counting the time.

      “Just under a month ago,” Seanev answered. “We would have gotten your intel too late.”

      Alchan nodded sadly.

      “How many warriors are left?” Mave asked, looking around the temporary camp.

      “One hundred and four,” Seanev whispered. “Including me.”

      Mave felt her heart drop further. Realizing she needed to sit down now, she fell onto the log next to Seanev. Reaching out, she tried to grab his hand. Looking down, confused, she couldn’t find one. She was on his right.

      He didn’t have a right hand anymore.

      “It takes some getting used to,” Seanev said sadly, shifting to bring his left hand around, wrapping her hand in his own. “But I appreciate the gesture.”

      “I’m sorry this happened to you,” she said, swallowing tears. This wasn’t supposed to happen. They weren’t supposed to lose like this.

      “This is war,” he said softly, leaning on her. “Did Alchan tell you?”

      “I asked him the moment you were gone,” she confirmed, amazed he could switch topics so quickly.

      Leaving his wife is probably easier to deal with than losing nine hundred warriors in an ambush.

      The fact that so many Elvasi soldiers could disappear still worried her.

      “I’m sorry she doesn’t like you.”

      “I don’t need her to like me,” Mave reminded him. “I’m the champion. She is a mativa. Only one of us is replaceable. Besides, I have plenty of good friends. If she and I can’t be, I’m okay with that. It’s not like I’m alone.” Mave squeezed his hand. “But I think you needed us to be friends, didn’t you?”

      “She’s a good mativa, and I wanted…I wanted you both to be my family. I needed you both to be my family,” he whispered. “I loved her before the war ever ended, but everything changed. You coming back into my life made me realize things weren’t right between her and me. Something was off, and I started to realize I never had my own life. I was able to make one decision in our marriage, then we blood bonded, and everything else…faded away for me. I was her general, her warrior, to help protect her people, but recently, I stopped feeling fulfilled. That change in me made her feel threatened, and no female likes to be threatened, especially when it comes to her husbands.”

      “How long have you been planning on leaving her?”

      “I only decided when she forced me to bring Lilliana down to Alchan. We started fighting after we left. Well, right after you left for Kerit, actually. It was almost instantaneous. Like a switch had been flipped. I went from being her husband to being me again. I wanted more independence, less oversight. I wanted to help more with this rebellion, and she did not want that. Her using the blood bond to make me submit started…probably a year ago now. Lilliana was the last straw.”

      Mave shifted, so she could wrap her free arm around him. It was the first real hug she had ever given him.

      “And now, I’m not even a useful warrior,” he said softly. “She’s going to say I proved her right when I go back up there, looking like this.”

      “You’re not going back up there,” Alchan growled. “You’ll move into a home in my village, and you’ll recover and recuperate.”

      “I got ambushed and lost nearly a thousand—”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Alchan snapped.

      “How wasn’t it my fault?” Seanev snarled. “I was their leader. My father trained me better than this.”

      “He did, and you are, which is why I think magic was involved,” Alchan hissed softly, leaning close to Seanev. “We can’t talk about that here. I need to talk to Luykas.”

      “Do you think she’s finally…” Seanev frowned, his brow furrowing. “She’s finally deployed her sorcerers?”

      “I think so,” Alchan whispered. “But there are too many ears here, and I need Luykas.”

      They waited together, watching the warriors around them. It was close to dawn when others began to land. Luykas, Bryn, and Emerian were there first. Mave watched the horror wash over them as they realized what they were seeing. Kian and Rain were the next to show up.

      “We need to talk,” Alchan said simply, standing. “Let’s find somewhere quiet.”
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      They left the warriors in the clearing, heading back to the guard post. Alchan dismissed the guards, asking them to give the Company some time to speak in private. The guards didn’t question it, even waking up their friends in the living quarters.

      “We’ll tend to the warriors and stay with them for the day,” the post commander told them before following his unit into the woods.

      “Luykas, do you think Shadra would bring out her sorcery units now?” Alchan asked the moment they were alone.

      “Depends. She normally keeps them close to her because they’re the hardest to find. She can’t conscript them to be soldiers the way she can humans or civilian Elvasi. She’s also one of them and likes them more than her soldiers and sailors.” Luykas crossed his arms. “They’re precious, and she never has enough of them.”

      “Yes, which is why she normally saved them for major assaults or her own defense,” Alchan added, humming thoughtfully. “That’s what I thought you might say. What I want to know is if there’s any sort of sorcery that can hide hundreds of Elvasi troops, so they can ambush.”

      “Not in plain sight, no,” Luykas said, scoffing. His face changed slowly, his eyes going wide. “But there are spells that affect the mind, not the sight. Soft spells, they’re called. They don’t need big spells or lead-up time. A simple whisper of a spell and enough power…They can fool a scout into thinking there aren’t as many soldiers.”

      Bryn sucked in a breath. Luykas nodded toward him.

      “If they found one of your scouts, they could have altered or tampered with the information that scout would bring back. It’s high-level magic. Not many would know how to do it, and Shadra would be very careful about sending someone into the field who can do it.”

      “So, we don’t even know if our intel is right?” Mave growled, running a hand through her hair. “Really?”

      “The likelihood is slim she did it to many of our scouts. This might be a one-off case. They caught the scout, then probably realized they could set a trap. Or Shadra realized she could because no one who works for her is that smart.”

      “How can they do that?” Mave asked, feeling snappy. No one should have that kind of power.

      “You know—blood, power, the right way to manipulate energies. Shadra tried to take your mind once. You know it’s possible,” Luykas reminded her. “I didn’t even know she had sorcerers in her army willing to take the risk required to pull it off.”

      “You need to talk to her,” Kian said, grumbling. “Because we don’t know nearly enough, it seems.”

      “She was ill all winter,” Luykas snapped. “After putting herself in the position to help more Andinna escape and funnel money away from Shadra. She’s only just now getting back into the loop of Shadra’s plans. I’ll try seeing her later tonight, but it’s always risky, and who knows if she’s learned anything more. I went to see her just a week ago, and she didn’t know about any of this.”

      “Or she knew and didn’t say anything,” Kian muttered. “Sorry, that was harsh. She’s proven nothing but trustworthy to Leshaun and you all these years. She helped so many of our people get here. I shouldn’t jump to conclusions.”

      “Yeah, let’s not forget Shadra keeps her plans close to her chest,” Alchan said softly. “During the original war, we knew what the Emperor was doing but had no idea what sort of plans Shadra was making. She plays a very long game with her enemies. I have a feeling she’s thinking a few steps ahead of us now, and that puts us at a disadvantage.”

      “Why can’t someone just go to her main camp and assassinate her?” Mave asked, frustrated. “That would end all of our problems.”

      “Good luck,” Bryn mumbled darkly. “I couldn’t do it. She has around the clock guards, a unit of sorcerers, and her own magics. The best way to get at Shadra is through a large-scale assault on the camp and punching a hole through her defenses. Sneakin’ into her bedroom and stabbin’ her while she sleeps is downright impossible.”

      “And it wouldn’t solve our problem,” Luykas pointed out. “Nyria wouldn’t have the political support to take the throne, and she’s not in any position to. She needs to be there when Shadra dies to make sure no generals or lords jump in and take charge, especially a general with Shadra right now. It would be easy for him to take command of the troops, defeat us, and ride back to Elliar with an army at his back to take the throne from Nyria. Elvasi politics are just as important as our own in this situation.”

      “The enemy we know is better than the enemy we don’t,” Alchan whispered. “We know Shadra. We know she’s trying to outmaneuver us. We know she has gryphon riders, sorcerers, and way more bodies than we do. We need to change our plans and try to hit different targets, things she won’t expect but will still choke her out of the mountains.”

      Mave watched the wheels turn as Luykas and Alchan looked at each other.

      “We hit smaller camps to divert her attention. We blow passes she’s been using to move her troops. We stop assaults and cause landslides,” Luykas said with strength. “We’ll need the Hornbuckles to create more blasting agent. That will take some time.”

      “And who would be running those sorts of missions?” Mave asked.

      “You,” Alchan answered. “And whoever you want to take with you, but we need to set up the plans. Plus, we’re still missing most of our last teams, and I’m still not comfortable sending out everyone at once with the potential outcome being no one coming back.”

      “I’ll need time to learn how to do some of those ideas. I’ve never used the blasting agent. I don’t know what sort of treatment is needed to keep it from blowing me up.” She knew the Hornbuckle dwarves were cautious. Over the winter, she heard it boom from their mines as they worked to bring out more steel and other precious metals for the Andinna to use. She never knew them giving any to the Andinna.

      “I thought we agreed to do less damage to the mountains this time around,” Kian said softly. “Kelsiana blew up several of the passes during the last war, and it was effective, but it also made travel for our own people hard. Some of the earlier sites we hit were prone to landslides and avalanches for years after that. We lost good people to our own mistakes. She got wary of using it only a couple of decades into the War.”

      “It can also hurt game populations, but do you know what hurts game populations more than disasters? Elvasi troops who hunt lands to the point of becoming barren.” Luykas shrugged. “We’re going to start blowing passes. If the Elvasi don’t want to die to the sword, we’ll just bury them alive.”

      “My mother always did like you,” Seanev said with a chuckle at Luykas. “I’m with you two on this. I won’t be much help, but…”

      “You’re still a great general, even if you can’t follow the warriors into battle,” Alchan snapped. “Do you know how to use the sword with your left hand?”

      “My parents raised me to do both,” Seanev confirmed with a wry smile. “I’ll make do with a sword if I need to pick one up. I’ll need to start practicing more. Balance is all thrown off.”

      “You can join Alchan and me,” Mave said, reaching out to squeeze his shoulder. “We practice at sunset in front of his home.”

      “And we’ll find you a place to live in our village permanently,” Alchan added. “Now, let’s start getting these warriors home. I have a lot of other advisors who need to see this and help us devise our plans for autumn and winter.”

      Everyone gave their own affirmative. Mave nodded, Luykas just started walking back toward the secondary camp, and Kian grunted. Mave watched Rain take Alchan’s hand, going on his toes to kiss the king’s cheek. Emerian came to Mave’s side and sighed.

      “This is worse than everyone thought it would be, isn’t it?” he asked softly.

      “Yeah, it is,” she confirmed, reaching out to pat his shoulder as she turned to Bryn, who was silent. “What are you thinking about? Your scouts?”

      “Aye, and…Mat is still out there. Zayden is still out there,” he whispered, stepping closer to her. “And if I can’t trust mah scouts to find ‘em…I’m the only one who might be able to.”

      “I would be okay with it, but you’ll have to clear it with Alchan. I wouldn’t mind if you go out there and bring them home for us. I’ll stay here until you get back. I promise.”

      “I’ll ask him about it on the way back to the village,” Bryn decided. “Let’s go help these warriors get home.”

      Mave nodded.
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      It took the entire day. Packing the warriors back up, helping them get moving, and the long walk home was exhausting. Mave didn’t sleep the entire night. No one did. As they entered the village, many came up to them, trying to help. The bad news had been spread ahead of them, so the warriors coming home would have help. The shock had worn off as well. Everyone was grim as they helped people get back to their friends and family if they had any. Those who had lost their husbands, brothers, fathers, and sons were consoled.

      Mave was dead on her feet as she made her way back to the war room. Luykas and Bryn were still by her side, and Emerian ran ahead of her to get three seats ready for them. Mave didn’t know how the male was still moving, but he had persisted all night and day like the rest of them and was still kicking.

      Rain and Alchan were in next, dark circles under their eyes. Alchan found a chair, fell into it, pulled Rain onto his lap and held his consort tightly, burying his head in Rain’s hair.

      Then the others came in—the unit commanders, Kenav, other advisors, like some of the nobles Alchan had recognized who had money and experience that proved useful to the king.

      “We heard the news,” Kenav said stiffly as he looked over everyone. “Do we have a plan of attack?”

      “I would like to say we have something concrete right now, but not yet,” Alchan said as Rain left his lap again, so Alchan could see the room.

      “We need—”

      “Things have been talked about, but everyone here needs sleep,” Mave snapped.

      “We need to retaliate,” Kenav growled.

      “We need to figure out how bad the damage is,” Luykas countered. “We’ve lost hundreds of warriors. We’re missing others on different missions, who are late getting back to us. A few scouts haven’t reported in weeks—”

      “Months,” Bryn corrected. “And don’t count on them coming back at this point.”

      “Thank you,” Luykas said softly to their rogue husband, who was running on even less sleep. When he turned back on Kenav, his gold eyes narrowed. “We’ve been hammered this season. Alchan and I have rough ideas, but we need to shore up some immediate issues before we can go ahead with those plans. We probably won’t send anyone out until autumn—”

      “That’s in a month,” Kenav said in frustration. “We need to hit them back now.”

      “And get more people killed?” Alchan asked. “Don’t be like that, Kenav. We can’t rush into anything without the proper intel. Tomorrow, Luykas is going to reach out to my spies in the Empire. Tomorrow, I’m going to tell everyone here what I’m considering as major changes to our strategy against the Empire. The only good thing is Shadra needs prep time if she wants to march on us, and it’s already too late in the year for her to make considerable headway on that.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty,” Kenav relented, bowing his head.

      “Can someone find Dave and Learen?” Alchan asked, looking around the room. “I need to talk to them about the supply chain. We’re a thousand warriors down, so we need to make some changes to the numbers. If we can afford to leave more food in Kerit for their winter, I’m sure those in the city would appreciate it.”

      “They should be on their way, but I can see what’s keeping them,” Emerian offered, looking first at Alchan, then Mave. She nodded encouragingly. Emerian needed to make himself as useful as possible, especially with Alchan and other members of the Company. It would only help him fit in more with their group when it was time for him to be a warrior in his own right.

      Alchan nodded his approval, and Emerian left the war room in a hurry.

      “Alchan, I wanted to mention this on the way back but never had the chance,” Bryn began, taking advantage of the silence. “I want to go find Mat and Zayden.”

      Alchan looked over at them, but passed over Bryn and landed on Mave. He tilted his head, a silent question.

      “I’m okay with it,” she answered. “I need them home.”

      “I’ll allow it. You can leave whenever you’re ready,” Alchan said softly. “But you have two weeks, Bryn. If you can’t find them in two weeks, you turn around and come straight back. I know it’ll be hard, but you built the entire scouting system.”

      “Aye, I did, but as Luykas said, it might be compromised now. I can have them sneak the intel to ya in the village while I’m away. Ya just won’t have me organizin’ it for ya.”

      “Compromised intel?” a noble said with a gasp. “What does that mean for us?”

      “It means we need to be more careful. We’re not slowing down. Don’t think that, but we have to tread carefully with the types of missions we send out,” Luykas explained. “Now, Alchan, I know you probably still need me, but I can’t function if I don’t get some sleep soon.”

      “Go,” Alchan ordered. “Mave, Bryn…you, too. Rain, check-in with Lady Lilliana, then go to sleep. Once I get these people working to help our returned warriors, I’ll follow you.”

      They broke up, all heading their own directions. Bryn took Mave’s hand and brought it up to his lips.

      “I’m leavin’ tomorrow at dawn,” he told her. “I’ll bring ‘em home.”

      “I know,” she whispered.

      They were too tired to eat a real meal. Emerian checked in, telling them he’d made sure Trevan and Dave got to the war room.

      “Do you need anything?” Emerian asked as she slumped in her favorite chair.

      “For you to slow down for a minute,” she said, sighing. “We have a spare bedroom. Go sleep. That way Trevan and Dave don’t accidentally wake you when they get home for the night. Actually, sit down and have a bite to eat first. You can’t run yourself into the ground. A warrior’s body needs to be taken care of.”

      “Oh…um…okay.” Emerian sat down at their table. Mave glanced between him and Luykas, taking in their similarities and differences. She couldn’t help but compare the two, both gorgeous. Her tired mind liked having him there at her table, where she could keep an eye on him. He’s growing more every day. Still a bit awkward and green but growing.

      She watched his eyes droop closed as he ate. A slight sway at one point told her he had been working through his exhaustion, and it had caught up to him.

      “Good night,” she told him as she stood. “All of you make sure you get some sleep.”

      The males grunted.

      She made her way into her room alone. Stripping down, she sighed. Her home had been so empty recently. Mat and Zayden were gone, and she had no idea why they were late getting back home. Bryn was about to leave. Luykas was going to be so busy.

      My brother lost an arm. He nearly died.

      From here, the war was only going to get harder. That was the one thing no one really wanted to say all day. They covered it by making it sound like a necessary change of plans, but the fact of the matter was simple—the war was going to get harder. Their best strategy that used the might of the Andinna was easily seen through by Shadra. Now, they had to use their tricks, not knowing if those would be effective enough.

      Mave felt a rush of despair at their situation and stopped it, retreating to a place that always protected her from her more destructive feelings. She couldn’t get overloaded by feelings. She needed to rest and be ready for the next day. She had to be strong. So, with firm walls around her heart, she laid down, focused only on what needed to happen next.

      Survival. Victory.

      It was as if she was in the pits again, going to sleep in that empty room.

      She closed her eyes and was asleep in only a handful of heartbeats.
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      Luykas cooked breakfast. Even as exhausted as he had been the night before, he still couldn’t bring himself to get even a little extra sleep. He was awake at dawn as he always was, driven by the stress of their lives and the need to keep moving forward in the hope they would one day be done with the seemingly endless conflict with the Elvasi.

      I wish I had the confidence of my brother…or Mave.

      He finished making breakfast for everyone, setting it on the table with covers to keep everything warm. He knew he would be gone before they woke up.

      Bryn will come by and say goodbye. At least, he better.

      He made himself a plate and ate quickly, then headed out. He wasn’t ready, per se, to start his day, but he didn’t have a choice. He could only keep going and hope every day they had the right intel to make the right decision. He could hope more good news or even no news would come.

      Seanev’s defeat is crushing. Alchan is going to be rattled for weeks, even if he doesn’t show it. I need to keep an eye on him. We’ve never lost like that, not when we were in charge.

      They had been there in the final moments of the war, but they hadn’t been the decision-makers all those years ago.

      The first place Luykas went was to Leshaun’s home, unsurprised to find the old male awake and eating his breakfast.

      “Good morning, Luykas,” Leshaun greeted with a tired smile. “I’ve heard what happened. I’ve already checked our books. There’s no new intel since the night before last. Nothing since Seanev’s return.”

      “I figured but hoped,” Luykas said softly, sitting down at the table. “Do you think we missed anything?”

      “I think our spies are locals, and we’ve always used them for very specific things. This might be out of their depth. They’re helping free Andinna and move them north, but it’s not their job to know everything about Shadra’s war plan.” The old male put his fork down and sighed. “There’s only one who can get ahold of that information, and she’s been slow to do so.”

      “Kian pointed that out to me as well, but she’s had a lot going on. She’s fed us what she can, but she hasn’t known much in months. Shadra left her in Elliar to practice being a ruler, while Shadra goes to war.”

      “She’s been ill. You’ve told me, but you never told me what made her ill,” Leshaun pointed out. “Could someone have tried to poison her? Maybe she’s wary of getting too close to potential political enemies. If she dies, Shadra must name an heir who isn’t one of her own children. She’d have to pick a favorite lord or general, and that will breed infighting and instability, which could be both good and bad for us.”

      “She did it to herself,” Luykas answered with a wry snort. “We talked once before it happened. She had been looking for a spell that would kill someone in a way that looks natural.”

      “Sorcery,” Leshaun mumbled, shaking his head.

      “Sorcery that relied on blood,” Luykas corrected. “Almost our blood magic, but not. I gave her a few helpful tips about how blood magic works. I know you disagree. I told her the spell was bad news. It was how she ended up killing Lord Fenoth and taking his position. She inherited everything when he died. He had no other children.”

      “The backlash of using blood magic of any type to kill someone must have been immense.” Leshaun shook his head, disagreeing with the very idea. “No wonder you never told me.”

      “What happened to Seanev changes everything. You’ve been wondering, and now isn’t the time for me to keep my sister’s secrets.” Luykas could only shrug. “I’m going to try to talk to her tonight. She can’t project to us because of the mountains, the Andinna blood freely given to the soil here. Too much power.”

      “Their sorcerers can use their magic on our lands,” Leshaun reminded him.

      “I know, but they can’t use their magic to breach our lands. They have to be here, standing here, and it’s harder for them. Believe me. Most of the sorcery I know doesn’t work unless I weave in our blood magic. Anden is hostile to giving up its power unless you offer some of your own.”

      “Because the power of Anden is the power…”

      “The power of every Andinna who has walked upon the soil and bled for it,” Luykas finished, nodding. “It’s an amazing self-defense mechanism, Andinna of old probably knew about it, but we had forgotten.”

      “I agree.” Leshaun sighed. “Do you think Mave will come by tonight for her first lesson?”

      “I honestly don’t know what she wants to learn. She hasn’t mentioned it to me or Bryn…or anyone else, I don’t think. Emerian isn’t a Blackblood, so it’s not for his benefit as her nemari, either.” Luykas could feel his wife, every moment of every day, but he couldn’t read her thoughts, which he was grateful for. They were bonded by blood, and they did it right. While the beginning had been his only way to help her, and neither of them had wanted it, now they respected the bond and each other. It was a useful tool, a needed connection for them, but they never imposed on the other. They each deserved their secrets.

      “Ah, well, this makes lessons with her much more interesting, then.” Leshaun smiled. “I’ve been somewhat cruel to her, I think.”

      “You’re lucky Mave never got angry with you,” Luykas said softly. “Because you have. You’ll see me, you’ll see Mat, you’ll see Alchan, but you avoid all of those females, and they’re noticing, Mave especially.”

      Leshaun sighed. “I’ve been alone for a long time—”

      “Bullshit,” Luykas snapped.

      “My wife died over a thousand years ago. My siblings and extended family, gone. My own children, gone.” Leshaun glared across the table, but it softened after a moment. “Mat is the only one of them I have left. I adore his choice, and I’m glad he and Mave found each other. I’m glad he was her choice, but…they remind me of me and my wife. They remind me of things I’m beyond. I’m tired, Luykas, and my nephew has grown up and taken his place in the very same family that you have.”

      “He’s practically our leader,” Luykas said, rolling his eyes in good humor before returning to the topic that needed to be discussed. “I know what you meant, but that doesn’t explain—”

      “I can’t keep up anymore, and I don’t want to be reminded of it every day,” Leshaun snapped. “I was supposed to retire in Olost and live a comfortable life, but then we came back here to Anden, and I couldn’t stay retired. I couldn’t disappear and let younger Andinna take over. I had to step up again, and my body is failing me. This has less to do with Mave and more to do with me. I do my official duties, I indulge my nephew, and that’s all. I don’t have the energy after that.” Leshaun smiled sadly. “I’m hoping after I retire from official duties, I’ll have more energy for the entire Company, our large, informal family. I would like that, but I can’t do it all anymore. Training new Blackbloods is hard enough. I should have sent Mave to Sorken, that Blackblood Leria sent down here to help me, but she’s our Mave, and I don’t want her in anyone else’s hands, so I will teach her what she wants to know.”

      “An official duty,” Luykas said softly, understanding. He knew Leshaun was tired and right. When they shoved him fully into retirement, it would be easier on him to have the relationships everyone craved. He wouldn’t have been swamped. He could breathe again. Even in Olost, Leshaun’s retirement was going to be simple. The plan had been for him to stay in the village and manage the administrative tasks of the Company, which were very light, considering there were so few of them. He would have managed the spies until he thought Luykas was ready to take over, but at the time, their spies weren’t as time-consuming to deal with.

      War changes everything, and Leshaun is much too old for it.

      “Yes,” Leshaun whispered. “Now, why don’t you leave me alone. I know children are on their way.”

      “How you manage children but none of us is beyond me,” Luykas teased.

      “Children don’t backtalk the way you all can, and the trouble they get into doesn’t lead to steel swords being drawn,” Leshaun quipped. “And they think I’m a very interesting old man who tells them wondrous tales from times they’ll never know and places they will never see. I impress them, and they do as I ask.”

      Luykas laughed as he stood. “Are you saying the Company is more unruly than a pack of younglings?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. Shoo.”

      Luykas chuckled as he left, seeing the younglings walking up. Most of them stopped and gave Luykas a wide-eyed stare, knowing who he was and what he did. Luykas waved at the children, seeing only a couple brave enough to wave back. Young children didn’t have to follow the dominance ranking structure, so he allowed them to stare and meet his gaze.

      “How are you today?” he asked one particularly brave child.

      “Good,” the young male said, swallowing, obviously not used to the attention of anyone as dominant as Luykas.

      “That’s good.” At least someone is. “Well, you all have a fine day and don’t give Leshaun any trouble, okay? He’s a good friend of mine.”

      “Yes, sir,” they all chimed at different volumes of enthusiasm.

      He headed for the war room. He knew his brother would already be there, and probably the advising team. He didn’t see his brother first. Before he made it inside, he was stopped.

      “Good morning, Luykas,” Kenav said stiffly. “I wanted to speak to you.”

      “About?” Luykas raised an eyebrow. “Is it something we can talk about inside?”

      “No. I wanted to talk to you before taking my idea to Alchan. I want to lead another campaign to hunt down the Elvasi unit that attacked Seanev.”

      “How many warriors would you want?” Luykas already knew his answer, but he wanted to know just how ridiculous the idea was.

      “Fifteen hundred. Obviously, a thousand wasn’t enough—”

      Luykas laughed, the best laugh he’d had in days, maybe weeks. He doubled over and laughed until he cried, his shoulders shaking.

      “Fifteen hundred!” He couldn’t believe it. “We have…probably about six thousand, five hundred Andinna. That’s it.” He laughed, trying to breathe as tears came to his eyes. “And you want to take fifteen-hundred of them out and possibly get hundreds of them killed. That’s the most comical idea I’ve heard in ages. Thank you. No, if you take that to Alchan, you’ll take it to him alone. I’m not going to support that.”

      “It’s a morale issue. We need a big win after a big loss.”

      Luykas sobered. Kenav was right, but it was impossible. A big win meant meeting Shadra on the battlefield in open combat. They couldn’t allow that to happen. The Andinna couldn’t take big losses when Shadra had thousands more soldiers to throw into the next fight.

      “I don’t disagree with the sentiment, but we’re not the strength we used to be. If they could get the drop on Seanev, who has been doing this for much longer than either of us combined, what makes you think I’m going to send you out with even more warriors?” Luykas scoffed. “Losing Seanev is just as much of a blow as losing nearly a thousand warriors if we include the missing small teams. This is a morale issue, but it’s a lot harder to deal with than just throwing more bodies at it.”

      Luykas shook his head and walked past Kenav, heading inside. He looked at his brother across the room and hated the joy he saw there. He couldn’t bring himself to feel it. Did his brother not see the writing on the wall? Luykas could. He saw it when he saw what was left of Seanev’s campaign, when he saw Seanev, being held by Mave and missing an arm.

      Luykas could make plan after plan to help his Andinna family, but he could only see one end—only one, and it wasn’t the one he wanted.

      Alchan, how are you still smiling?

      Beside Alchan was Seanev, what was left of his right arm hanging useless. Seanev said something and tried to point, growling as he remembered his problem and used his left hand to do what he needed. Around the room, unit commanders talked. Luykas walked through them, reaching his brother’s side.

      “I told them about the ideas we had yesterday, and they’re already trying to work out some real plans. I told them to start formulating their own ideas that you and I can tweak. We can’t micromanage dozens of small missions if that’s the route we’re taking.” Alchan ran a hand over the map. “I wonder if we might be able to with a large winter campaign, though. Something to consider.”

      “Spring worked well, but we can’t keep doing big campaigns. Too many Andinna are vulnerable,” Luykas said softly. “Winter might be an option if we were only worried about casualties, but it’s also a supply problem. Warriors on the road need to hunt, which is hard over winter. Game gets scarce, and most healthy options need to remain, so they can breed in the spring. We could send them out with what we have, but then we risk their food spoiling and leaving them to starve. It would also mean we’d need stricter rations here, and we risk people getting thin and sick.”

      Alchan sighed. “I was hoping you wouldn’t say all of that. I knew you would, but I was hoping.”

      “We can continue to disrupt. We have to fall back, we can do that. We can run her army ragged until she can’t keep this up. We can destroy valleys, blow passes, drop mountains on their heads. We can evacuate this village and head further north, letting her chase us all the way north to Leria. If she doesn’t give up by then, with the damage we can do to her, at least we’ll be in a better place to take her in a fight.”

      “I want falling back to be our last resort,” Alchan whispered. “Don’t mention it too loudly, or they’ll worry we can’t hold out for long. The last thing I want is the cowards running back to Olost, thinking this was a fool’s game.”

      “If any of them run back to Olost, we don’t want them in our free Anden, anyway,” Luykas retorted with a growl. “They won’t be welcomed back when we win.”

      Luykas would fight in this war until he won…or he died. He didn’t tell Alchan he had calculated the odds and knew which of those was more likely.

      People were looking at him. Staring back, he dared them to make eye contact, but they all smartly dropped their eyes.

      “All right.” Alchan patted his shoulder. “Now, let’s get some concrete plans set, so we can move forward.”

      Bryn walked in and headed straight for them.

      “I’m heading out,” he said without preamble. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. If I see anyone, I’ll send them home.”

      “Thank you. Good luck,” Alchan said, reaching out to shake Bryn’s hand, then Bryn turned on Luykas.

      “Good luck,” Luykas said softer, reaching out. They embraced, holding tight. Luykas needed him to come back. He needed Mat and Zayden to come back. He didn’t know how he could survive without them. Outsiders always thought Andinna males only cared about the female they settled down with, but it was more than that. A new unit, a different type of family was created by the males, at least in a traditional family. Luykas had never known how much he would enjoy it, and it took time to get used to, but he didn’t want to lose it.

      “Bring them home.”

      “Aye, I promise, I will,” Bryn said in a hushed whisper.

      Then he was gone, and Luykas had to keep doing his own job.
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      Luykas spent the day working with Alchan. He worked with the unit commanders, the nobles, even Dave and Learen, who were just as necessary as any general. He spoke to Trevan, who gave them the best insight he could about the Elvasi army, but no one expected him to know everything. Trevan had been a soldier, a grunt. He hadn’t known about the gryphon riders until the Andinna had told him. Either way, he continued to help, which put Luykas at ease. He liked having the interesting perspective of someone trained in the ways of the Elvasi army.

      Night fell, and Alchan was standing in Luykas’ living room.

      “Are you ready?” Luykas asked him.

      “You made sure to tell Mave you were doing this, right?”

      “Yeah, she knows,” Luykas confirmed. He made sure to tell a few people to give her word, including Emerian, who was becoming her shadow and her guard. He was beginning to count on that Andinna to always be at her side. Luykas smiled at the thought. Emerian had come a long way since he entered Anden, unsure of himself and those around him. Luykas was invested in the male, both being mutts of a less than acceptable bloodline.

      “Then you are free to do as you need.” Alchan waved him to start, sitting at Luykas’ table with a bowl of water, a couple of glasses, and several washcloths.

      Luykas performed the ritual quickly, pulling power from his blood and the land around him. It sent him flying from his body, and when he opened his eyes again, he stood in a cozy parlor.

      “Oh, you’re here,” Nyria said quietly. Luykas heard a terribly sad note in her voice. He turned to see her curled up on a couch, firelight crackling over her face. She had lost weight over the winter and was only recently putting it back on. It left her cheeks hollow, and her gold eyes seemed dull. The magic she had done had terrible repercussions, and she was dealing with them. She would be dealing with them for another few months if he had to guess.

      “We’ve suffered a loss, and I’m desperate,” he explained without needing to be asked. “Have you learned anything since last week?”

      She turned away and nodded, closing her eyes. “Yes. I’ve learned more since the last time you’ve visited.”

      “Thank the Skies,” Luykas said with a sigh of relief.

      “Thirteen thousand foot-soldiers, eight thousand archers, three…three thousand gryphon riders.” Nyria started to laugh, but it was a hopeless sound. There was nothing funny about her words. “Another two-thousand standard cavalry, all of which she’s hoping to transition to gryphons. Two hundred and fifty ballistae to kill your wyvern.”

      “Nyria?” Luykas tried to commit those numbers to memory.

      “She has more people in her army than you have for your entire people,” she whispered. “How did I ever think the Andinna would win this?”

      “We still can,” he snapped. “We can still win this. Please believe in us.”

      “What happened?” she asked, swallowing as she looked back at him.

      “We…lost roughly a thousand warriors in an ambush. You didn’t tell me her sorcerer count. Has she brought in the sorcerers yet? They’re the only way she could have pulled off her ambush of our summer campaign.”

      “The Sorcerer Guild isn’t an official military unit,” Nyria reminded him. “They answer directly to her. I think they’ve offered twenty or thirty magic users so far for advanced work. The rest are lower ranking. I put them with archers because that’s where they’ll be deployed—a thousand proficient sorcerers in the archery unit. Instead of arrows, they’ll be throwing fireballs and the like. Whatever they can think of.”

      “Ah, of course,” Luykas said softly, nodding. “That’s what she did last time. She merged them with her ranged units. What about these advanced sorcerers? Do you think any of them could do any sort of mental manipulation spells?”

      “They’re the ones who taught her and that she’s taught,” Nyria answered.

      There was no life in her. Luykas was beginning to believe that between her own weakness from the spell backlash and learning the Andinna’s true odds, that his sister was beginning to weaken in her resolve.

      I can’t blame her. The odds are terrible.

      “Listen to me,” he said, going to a knee beside her. He wished he could take her hand, make her look, but all he could do was wait for her to meet his gaze. “We are Andinna, and we have our ways. Don’t give up faith in us just because she has the bigger force.”

      “Every day, I hope she’ll realize that she’s wrong,” Nyria spoke softly. She turned back to the fire, watching it with dull gold eyes. “Every day, I hope she becomes the mother who saved me from my father again—a mother who was righteous and good and powerful, who saved me and could have saved others. Instead, every day, she continues to plot ways to murder your people and cement her own power. She killed a couple of nobles over the spring when she found out they freed their Andinna slaves to keep from getting hurt. She locked several others in cells. She thinks it’s treason.” Nyria shook her head as if she were dismissing her own thoughts. “I know you have a chance to beat her. I’m just feeling down this evening. It’s happening less frequently, but I’m still trying to heal from…”

      “I know.”

      “You were right that spells have consequences. I should have been more careful.” She shifted, wrapping her blanket around her further. “Mother wants me to visit her over the winter. She thinks the stress of the war, added to losing my brother and my father, did this. She thinks if I’m with her, I’ll be less…like this. She’ll probably keep me up there to watch the war unfold.”

      “She doesn’t plan on beating us by the end of the year, then. That gives us time,” Luykas said, nodding. “Thank you for that.”

      “No, she plans on beating you next year.” Nyria reached out and tried to touch his cheek, going through him. “I don’t want that to happen, so I’m still moving money where she can’t get it. She knew Fenoth was the richest noble of the Empire, but she never knew exactly how rich. She doesn’t know the money she’s losing. If she can’t pay her soldiers or feed them, they’ll start deserting. I haven’t succeeded yet, but next year, she’ll start to feel it because the fields have lost their slaves. It’s going to be a disaster for her, and she knows it. That’s why she’s aggressively trying to beat you quickly. I wish I could tell you more, but I’m not in her meetings. I’m here in Elliar, and she isn’t. That’s all I know.”

      “You’ve been amazing, sister. Thank you.” He smiled and was glad to see a small one returned to him. The source of their new bond was from the last few seasons. She had been so ill and drained, but he was the only one who could really comfort her because he understood the cause. “Blessings on you,” he whispered, an Elvasi saying for good tidings.

      She smirked now. “Skies be with you.”

      He faded back out and found himself in his home again. He was so used to the trip, he didn’t immediately collapse from exhaustion. He turned to his brother and sighed.

      “Are you ready to write?”

      “Yes. Go.” Alchan looked away, holding a quill with a jar of ink ready.

      Luykas rattled off the numbers his sister told him. Alchan scratched them down just as quickly.

      “That’s all she knows. She also told me Shadra is hoping to defeat us by the end of next year. We need to push that off. We have to push that off.”

      “Thank you, brother. Go to sleep.” Alchan stood, patted Luykas’ shoulder as he walked by, then left.

      Luykas found his bed and closed his eyes. He couldn’t go home to Mave. He didn’t want her to see him this vulnerable, and he didn’t want to be questioned by her. He was too tired to keep up pretenses any longer.

      I can’t tell her I think we’re going to lose. We’re fighting a rising tide, and there’s no way to stop it.
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      Bryn barely slept. For just over a week, he traveled the mountains in the direction of Mat and Zayden’s mission objective, hoping to catch them on a route home. And for eight days, he found no evidence of them, which made him certain they hadn’t gotten close yet. Neither of them were the best at leaving tracks behind, no matter how much they tried.

      Bryn stopped on a cliffside on the eighth evening and sighed, looking down at a narrow ravine that ran between two sheer cliffs. It was a freshwater source, so he watched to see if any life was at the bottom. Most ravines could be dangerous, so the Andinna naturally avoided them, but a desperate group of warriors would use it if they were out of supplies.

      When he realized there would be no one and the sun was gone, he went to make camp. He kept a fire going each and every night in the hope that someone would see it. Sometimes warriors traveled at night for safety. He had to do everything he could.

      I can’t leave them out there. I promised I would bring them home.

      He was running out of days. He knew at dawn, he would have to push out further and pray. He risked pissing off both his wife and his king because he was already supposed to be turning around, but he would accept that risk. If he found them on day fourteen, when he was supposed to be back in the village, it would be worth it.

      He was nearly done setting up his camp when he heard a twig snap. He straightened, pulling out a dagger, ready to throw it at whatever target appeared before him.

      “What did the rogue say to the priest?”

      Bryn frowned for a second before a smile formed. He knew this joke, but it had been centuries since he’d heard it. He racked his brain to remember the answer. Before he could, Nevyn entered the light of the camp with a grin.

      “Finally, someone else who knows their way around in the dark,” the warrior said with a grin.

      Bryn laughed. It was a joke only Nevyn could tell, and it was about Varon and Bryn. Once, a long time ago, Bryn had found healing from his past with the priest and sometimes, the warrior. Varon’s particular brand of prayer made him very good at knowing his way around the dark.

      As Bryn laughed, Varon appeared behind his lover and smiled. Bryn watched for his hands, but Nevyn was the one who spoke.

      “Our team was settling down when one of them caught your fire on the other side of the ravine through the trees. What are you doing out here?”

      “Lookin’ for Mat and Zayden,” he answered, accepting a short hug from him, then one from Varon.

      “Skies, they still aren’t back to the village? It’s been over two-and-a-half months,” Nevyn said, disbelieving. “They were supposed to be back ages ago.”

      “Aye and…” Bryn sighed. “Seanev was defeated by the Elvasi. When I left, the village was a bit tense.”

      “How bad?” Nevyn demanded, frowning.

      “He lost just about nine hundred warriors and his right arm,” Bryn explained. Nevyn’s face went a shade paler than it normally was.

      “He was one of our best,” Nevyn said softly.

      “Ya will need to talk to Alchan and Luykas more about it, but we’re pretty certain magic is involved. Those two should have more intel by now. I’ve been out here for eight days, so I don’t know if anythin’ else has come up.”

      “Okay,” Nevyn said, nodding. “So…”

      “I was supposed to start heading back already. Alchan didn’t want me out of the village longer than two weeks.”

      “For obvious reasons.” Nevyn groaned. “Come back to our camp. We’ll catch up, then tomorrow we’ll help you. We won’t make you go back. If you want to spend more time out here, we’ll fight with Alchan about it with you.” Beside the warrior, Varon nodded.

      Together, they broke down Bryn’s camp and put out the fire, sending up giant plumes of smoke. It was a short flight to their camp, which made Bryn want to laugh even more.

      “I can’t believe we were so close,” he said in disbelief as he looked over the other warriors who had gone on the mission with Nevyn and Varon. “How did yer mission go?”

      “We did well, no casualties. Elvasi didn’t know we were there until we were gone.” Nevyn puffed out his chest with pride. “It felt good to be doing the same stuff I did in the first war, even though I’m a general now.”

      “That’s better than what we’ve been hearin’. I don’t think we’re getting everyone back from the other missions,” Bryn said, sighing. “And we think our scouts might be compromised. That sorcery problem I was mentionin’.”

      “That’s not good,” Nevyn said, pointing to a spot in the dirt. “Sit down, eat with us. We’ll keep the fire going all night. Tomorrow, we’ll join your hunt.”

      Bryn sat, and another warrior handed him jerky to chew on and a bowl of wild stew, made from fresh game, wild onions, and berries they must have collected during their travels. He settled into sleep near Varon and Nevyn, glad to have the company after a week alone in the wilds.
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        * * *

      

      He was the first awake when he heard something moving through the bushes.

      “Shit, there’s a fire,” someone whispered. Bryn knew the voice immediately, even in the dark. His heart started to race.

      “Mat?” he called out. He was used to hearing Mat’s soft night voice. They had spent years sharing a bedroom. He was certain it was Mat.

      “Bryn? By the fucking Skies.”

      Bryn could hear him stomping now, and it started to rouse the others in the camp.

      “Mat!” he called out louder, jumping out of his bedroll. He ran out of the camp, searching for the source of the noise. He didn’t see Mat first—he was grabbed into a bone-crushing hug, then put down.

      “We need to keep moving,” Mat said, his eyes wild when Bryn could get a look at him. “We’re being stalked. Have been for weeks, trying to get them off our tail. We’ve been running all over the fucking mountains, trying to make sure we didn’t lead them back to the village, but they won’t leave us be.”

      “Who? What?” Bryn tried to stop him, so he could hear more, but Mat made his way for the camp. He ran after him, realizing Zayden and another warrior were also following.

      Nevyn was frowning at Mat as the big male started to stomp out the fire.

      “Not happy to see us?” Nevyn asked, crossing his arms.

      “Very happy, but there’re about a dozen gryphon riders who have been tracking us for weeks. I think they’re trying to figure out where we’re going. They harass us every couple of days to remind us they’re around, so we need to keep moving, or we’ll die. We’re due for them to show up. We haven’t slept in over a day, waiting for them.” Mat was terrified.

      “Where is the rest of yer unit?” Bryn asked, looking at Zayden, hoping for an answer, hoping to hear the rest were hiding somewhere.

      “We’re the only three who made it out of the mission,” Zayden explained. “We lost two in the Elvasi camp and thought we were getting out when the gryphon riders started following us. They killed or chased off everyone else. They’ve been playing games with us, but we never have time to set up a proper trap to do any damage to them.”

      “So, you could have made it home, but you have a situation. Perfect. That means we can fix it,” Nevyn said, jumping into his position as a natural-born warrior and leader. “Varon and I have a healthy squad. We were heading back from our own mission and just found Bryn earlier tonight. This is good fortunes. Let’s use them.” Nevyn looked around to see his warriors up, all waiting for their orders.

      “How do ya want to play this?” Bryn asked.

      “You know what? Do you still know how to make dreki ethir poison?”

      Bryn grinned. “Yes, I do. We need some dreki for me to make it, though.”

      “Not hard to find,” Mat said, still panting a little more than Bryn was okay with. He’d only ever seen the big male pant after Mave was through with him, not from travel, a mission, or training. “It grows like a weed.”

      “It is a weed,” Bryn reminded him. “It’s just a deadly one, and I know just where to get it. It grows on riverbanks. I’ll be back.”

      Bryn went back into the woods, easily finding a patch of dreki in the ravine. It liked moist areas, riverbanks, and marshy valleys. He couldn’t grab it with his hands, so he found his gloves in his bag, put them on, then yanked the entire plant out of the ground. It had shallow roots, and the soft soil made it easy. He jumped back into the air and flew to the top of the cliff before jogging back to camp.

      “Everyone, be careful with this around,” he ordered.

      “I’ve never heard of that stuff being used as a poison,” one of the warriors mumbled. “It’s just a weed. You brush up against it, and it gives you a rash.”

      “The fluid in the stems is more toxic than the stuff that comes out of the leaves. If ya just bit into the stem, it would make ya sick for a week, and ya might die of dehydration if yer away from a village and a healer.” Bryn started his work, grabbing a cooking pan he had brought. He cut off the leaves to get them out of his way, then carefully cut into the stems, getting the fluids to drip out very slowly. “Concentrated, ya can make a deadly poison. Like, don’t cut yerself deadly. I don’t use it often. It didn’t grow in Olost, and it takes forever to make. I haven’t taught my scouts the recipe because it’s a pain compared to other options.”

      “It needs something else, doesn’t it?” Nevyn asked, kneeling next to him.

      “Nope. I just need to wrin’ out enough of the liquid. If ya notice, it’s only a drop or two at a time. Ya need it heavily concentrated to take down an adult male Andinna. For an Elvasi…a little less. It’s not the easiest poison to use because of how long it takes to get enough to be worthwhile, and it’s not the strongest poison. It can be a bit slow actin’. There’re dozens of other better options, but I don’t think we’re going to find any good ones right now.”

      “How much would you need to kill a gryphon?” Nevyn asked.

      Bryn looked at him, blinking several times, then back to the small pan.

      “More,” he decided, nodding. “A lot more, but I like the way yer thinkin’. We’ll be doin’ this all night, and I’m going to need someone to yank up another bush. Please wear gloves, or ya will get skin rashes from contact poisonin’. You know the deal.”

      He worked all night. After they brought up more, Varon knelt next to him and helped. The sun was beginning to come over the horizon when Bryn felt they might have enough.

      Mat, Zayden, and their last remaining warrior, a male name Kick, had passed out at some point, and no one rushed to wake them up. They had dark circles under their eyes, and Bryn was certain every one of them had lost a substantial amount of weight while on the run. He was also impressed by their resolve. They hadn’t wanted to lead the gryphon riders to anything important, not even a guard post that might have been able to help them. The guard posts weren’t equipped to handle an assault unit like the Elvasi’s riders, and it would lose a strategic point for their defensives if they had been overtaken.

      He would make sure they were well fed and rested once they got home. And he would make sure they got home.

      “How do ya think this’ll work best?” Bryn asked Nevyn.

      “Love?” Nevyn looked at Varon, who gave a silent sigh and started pulling arrows from his quiver and rolling them in the poison. “Will that work, Bryn?”

      “Aye, that’ll work. Do we shoot for the beasts or their riders?”

      “That’s up to who is shooting,” he said, shrugging. “Normally, we kill the riders, and most of the gryphons fly off.”

      Bryn treated his emergency throwing dagger, a weapon he was fine with losing. He carried his short bow, so he dipped the handful of arrows. Nevyn had two other archers on the team as well, and they went last. No one did their swords. If the swords needed to be drawn, poison was pointless.

      “Where do you think we can find them?” Nevyn asked Mat as the big male stirred.

      “You don’t,” he answered groggily. “They’ll find us. Thanks for letting us sleep.”

      “No worries, old friend,” Nevyn said with a smile. “We’ll find a place to post up. They can track us to their own demise. You said they catch up to bother you every few days? We can spare the time.”

      Nevyn and Bryn jumped off first, Varon following close behind. It was Varon who found their hiding spot, a rough incline with fewer trees and several large rocks, perfect for cover. They moved fast, everyone finding a place to hunker down and wait. Bryn looked around to make sure the unit was playing it smart and not touching anything they had rolled in the thick substance. It would dry as they waited, which would ruin some of the potency, but not by much.

      They waited the entire day. As nightfall came, Nevyn gave a little bird chirp whistle, telling everyone he saw the enemy. Bryn moved to look around his boulder and smiled. He gave Varon a thumbs up, the gryphons were in range for him. Varon nodded slowly but held up a flat hand, palm out, indicating they would wait.

      Mat and Zayden were near Bryn. Without bows of their own, they stayed hunkered down, watching. He had purposefully picked the same massive boulder, keeping them close. He wasn’t going to screw up now. He had ‘em, and he was getting ‘em home.

      Nevyn whooped, signaling for the attack.

      Bryn popped up and moved out from behind his rock, arrow already nocked and ready to fire. He took quick aim at the confused Elvasi and let it loose. It slammed into the thigh of a rider, who cursed but didn’t pull it out. Bryn readied a second as the Elvasi turned to see them and let off another, hitting a gryphon in the side, making it screech. He was able to send two more, both hitting their targets, but nothing fatal. He saw two bodies drop, both from fatal shots, and knew who made the hits, both to the eye.

      Varon was still the best marksman in the mountains—always had been, always would be.

      Mat screamed a war cry at the same time as Nevyn as the warriors jumped up and attacked the gryphons over them. Bryn continued to fire, hitting the soft underbellies. Varon hit a gryphon in the eye. The other two archers were more like Bryn, hitting and waiting for the poison to take effect, which would slow the enemy down for those fighting above. The only archer willing to go into the sky was Varon, who didn’t need stillness to hit his shots. Bryn was jealous. All the years he practiced, and he could never get that good.

      Only one Andinna fell back to the earth as the Elvasi realized they were losing and started to retreat. Bryn fired off his last three arrows, two of them proving fatal. The remaining four Elvasi didn’t make it farther, their gryphons dropping from the sky and taking them along for the crash.

      The injured Andinna, one of Nevyn’s warriors, was already on his feet by the time anyone reached him.

      “Just need a bandage,” the male swore. “The hit was more of a shock than anything that should have knocked me out of the sky.” He seemed a bit embarrassed. “That was a good attack.”

      “It was,” Nevyn agreed with a laugh. “Now, let’s clean up our kills, then get the fuck home.”

      Bryn grinned as he grabbed Zayden next to him and pulled him in for a hard hug. Mat was next. They flew after the Elvasi, who had just tried to escape once the minor celebration was over. It was quick work, hunting down the few surviving and poisoned riders. They didn’t give much of a fight. Bryn knew they would have been dead in hours, but it was better to clean up than leave it to chance. He’d seen people survive worse.

      “Ya don’t want to know how worried we’ve been for ya,” Bryn told Zayden and Mat as they came to his side.

      “It happens. We did what we had to do. I’m just glad we found you. I don’t think we had another week in us.”

      “Well, now ya don’t need another week.” Bryn thumped each of them on the shoulder.

      They moved camp, and when they rested, Bryn put himself right in the middle of them. He’d missed the pile they often made at home and was taking that back immediately. It gave him some comfort because he was battling other thoughts. Thoughts he didn’t want to give a voice to yet.

      He’d spent eight days alone in the wilderness, and those eight days brought him to a wild theory he was certain no one wanted to entertain.

      I think there’s a spy in our village, but I don’t have any evidence. I’ll work on it when we get home. I don’t need to make everyone paranoid until I have some sort of proof. It’s just a baseless theory. That’s all. I’m being paranoid.
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      Mave was training with Alchan and didn’t see them when they arrived. She hadn’t been paying attention, too focused on beating Alchan into the ground because now, Bryn was late getting home. He was supposed to come back three days before, and he was still gone.

      Then a third sword entered the spar, and she turned with a growl to see Nevyn, who gave her a lopsided smile before pointing his thumb over his shoulder.

      Mave looked, and her anger faded away in a single heartbeat.

      “You found them,” she gasped, letting her sword drop. She didn’t ask her feet to move, they did so on their own, leading her straight to those three husbands. Mat and Zayden looked terrible, but they were alive. They were there. They were home. “You found them,” she whispered, reaching out to touch each of them.

      “He found us.” Mat took her hand when she laid it on his chest and brought it to his lips. “We need to brief Alchan, then we’ll go home.”

      “Good. Um…” She turned back to her king. She knew he was about to lay down a judgment. For two-and-a-half weeks, she had been working with a group of warriors, including Kian and Emerian, preparing for their new mission. They were going to blow a mountain and send rocks down on an Elvasi camp, one of the largest. If it worked, Alchan was going to send out three more missions at the same time.

      “You’ve been preparing since Bryn left,” Alchan said softly. “One night, then I have to send you and the unit out. We don’t have a lot of time. Mat, Zayden, we can debrief right here, right now, then you can go home and spend the night with Mave. I’m sorry you don’t get much time together, but autumn is coming upon us, and we need to make a move. Summer was a shitshow.”

      She stepped aside as Luykas joined their group. Nevyn and Varon stayed as well. Soon, the entire Company was listening to what had happened. The moment Mat and Zayden were done, Bryn started explaining what happened when he went out to look for them, explaining how he ended up getting back late. Alchan forgave him immediately, and it wasn’t mentioned for the rest of the conversation. The best news came out of Nevyn and Varon, who led a wildly successful but small mission. Alchan gave them news in return. Of the missions that had gone out, only three returned, Mat and Zayden’s team included. They were now down just over a thousand Andinna since the beginning of summer.

      “And on that somber note, you’re all dismissed. Unless you’re leaving at dawn, meet me in the war room by midday for the next stage of planning. We need to prep the next missions with full training exercises before they get back, so you can leave immediately on their return. I’m sorry to say it, but we’ll probably run missions through winter. We’re not slowing down any time soon.”

      Everyone nodded, and Mave dragged all four of her husbands home. Emerian followed them, coming inside to start making dinner. Zayden grumbled at his actions but allowed it.

      “You both look half-starved,” she complained as she helped in the kitchen. “Thank you, Emerian.”

      Her nemari only nodded and continued what he was doing.

      “It wasn’t an easy mission. So, you have to leave tomorrow. What’s the plan?” Mat was disappointed, but she planned on fixing that once they were alone. They might only have one night, but she wasn’t going to let it go to waste. They just needed food first.

      “We’re blowing a mountain onto a camp,” she answered. “Kian knows most of the technicalities. He’s done it before. The Hornbuckle family made their blasting agent they use in the mines.”

      “And we heard about Seanev,” Zayden said softly. “Are you okay?”

      “We’re fine,” she answered tersely. Her brother was a shut-in, trying to come to terms with his loss. He’d had just enough energy and willpower to get his remaining warriors to the village, then shut down on everyone. “I’m fine, and he’s going to be. If he’s not by the time I get back, I’ll beat him into being fine.” She didn’t mean to say those words as seriously as she had, but when she looked up, she was met with four shocked and concerned male faces. “Not literally. I don’t want him wallowing. We all know how bad that can be.”

      Mave felt weirdly frantic as she chopped vegetables Emerian put in front of her. Once everything was cooking, she helped her husbands get out of their boots and armor, something they could normally do on their own. She just wanted to touch them. She wasn’t going to be able to savor it. She needed to take every chance she could to have the physical contact she wanted with them.

      “Emerian is going on the mission,” she reminded them. “It’ll be his first.”

      “It’s a big mission for a first-timer, but I believe in him,” Luykas said, looking over her head and winking. “Mutt to mutt, you’ve got this.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Emerian said, putting plates on the table. “The food is ready, so I’m going to step out and head home. Trevan and Dave should be back.”

      “Get a good night’s sleep,” she called after him. He nodded sheepishly, suddenly acting more like the boy he seemed to be at the beginning of summer. Much of that had worn off over the summer as he followed her around and became entrenched, helping her at every turn. It was somewhat cute that he slipped back to it just for a moment.

      He takes his duties to me seriously. I’m fucking honored to have him.

      Once he was gone and her males were nearly nude, she felt better. She slowed down for just a moment to eat.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Mat whispered. “We promised you we would come back. We’ll always come back.”

      “But I have to leave again so soon,” she whispered. She regretted all those moments when she got pissed at Alchan for not sending her out. She might have missed them returning home, not that she really understood why Alchan had made her wait. She would be able to leave without them weighing over her. They were all home, and they were all safe.

      “I want you to give us the same promise,” Mat continued. “To all four of us. You promise to come home, okay? The Elvasi have tricks up their sleeves, and the game is changing. We were chased all over the damn Dragon Spine on the way home. If you need to walk away from a fight to come home to us, do it.”

      She listened, and once he was done, she looked around her table. Bryn, Zayden, and Luykas didn’t seem all that surprised by Mat’s request. Maybe they had planned it, but she didn’t think so. They had become a unit around her, but in reality, they had always been a unit—four members of the Ivory Shadows, ready to band together to get done what needed to get done.

      “I promise to come home. Eat, and let’s enjoy our only night together,” she ordered, tapping the table.

      The plates cleared quickly. She spent that evening wrapped up in too many limbs, her body exhausted by the time they were done saying hello and goodbye once again.
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      Mave was on her horse the next day, ready to leave. Emerian sat next to her on a gelding, while Kian was wrangling a stubborn stallion. Around them, another twelve warriors, their entire unit. Kian and Mave were in charge, but she deferred to her father. He had real experience with this specific type of mission.

      They were due to leave as dawn was just beginning to brighten the horizon. Mave had a pleasant soreness she knew would fade and turn into a less pleasant one by the end of the day, but at the moment, she enjoyed it. She smiled at her four husbands as they waited for everyone to ride out.

      The one onlooker who surprised her was Leshaun, who walked up to her.

      “You better come back and finish your training before I leave,” he ordered, patting her thigh. “We’ve only gotten through two of the three rituals you wanted to learn.”

      “I will, I will,” she huffed, rolling her eyes. “Thank you, though. I very much appreciated the knowledge. I’ll come back and finish up my studies just for you. That way, you can retire in peace, knowing you finally wrangled me and my bad blood magic ways.”

      He slapped her knee for that but smiled. She hadn’t told anyone what Leshaun taught her. This was Emerian’s first mission. She wanted to know how to do the tatua ritual for him like Mat had done for her. She didn’t much care what Alchan or Luykas thought about that and had no intention of telling either of them before she did it. She was his warrior, and he was her nemari. It was going to be her decision, and she figured his first mission was just the trial by fire, he deserved to get his first tatua. There would be more in the future, of course, but this was the perfect way to finally make him a full adult Andinna and end his transition into the culture of their people.

      After Leshaun was gone, Alchan walked up to her.

      “I’m sorry you didn’t get more time,” he said softly. “Ride fast, fight well, and get back to us before we even realize you’re gone.”

      “Are you saying you’re going to miss me, Alchan Andini?” Mave gasped. The king gave her a tight smile.

      “Don’t say that too loud, but yes. I’m going to miss your particular brand of bloodthirst while you’re gone. Everyone else tries to keep me from going too far. You remind me that sometimes we have to.”

      She grinned. She did have her own particular brand of bloodthirst. She liked that.

      “Be safe, brother,” she said, reaching. He grabbed her hand and squeezed.

      “You be safe, sister. You’re the one going on the mission.” He backed away and nodded his head respectfully.

      She turned her horse around and nodded to Kian. Senri backed away from her husband, waving at her, a mother saying goodbye to her daughter. Mave couldn’t take a moment to talk to her, but they had spent time together just the day before. Senri and Mave had known the mission could start at any moment.

      Together, Mave and Kian kicked their horses into action, their warriors following them as they rode south out of the village. Andinna moved out of the way, waving and cheering as they rode hard, refusing to slow down.

      They needed to cover a vast distance as fast as they could. The Andinna needed them to come back swiftly with good news. They rode nonstop the entire first day but slowed to a walk once they were out of the valley, so they didn’t burn out the horses.

      “Well, that was a fucking exit,” Kian commented, looking back. “Any reason for that?”

      “I didn’t want to look back,” she answered. “You know how it is. Get out as fast as possible, or you’ll want to turn around.”

      “I’m sorry you only had one night with them,” her father said softly. “You’ll come back and have loads of time with them. They obviously need to recover, so maybe Alchan will keep them off missions until you’re ready to go on another. That way, all three of you can go out together, and this won’t be a problem.”

      “Yeah, the timing was bad the last couple of seasons,” she complained. “I was away in spring, then they were away most of the summer. Now, we’re going to be gone for at least a third of autumn. We’ll be running missions all winter since our initial plans didn’t work out nearly the way we wanted them to.”

      “Small missions over the winter are easier than campaigns, though. It’s what we have, and we can get good work done,” Kian pointed out. “I know it’s hard, but we’re at war, Mave. Lothen was child’s play compared to Shadra. She sent him out here to cut his teeth, and we told them to fuck off. We knew she would swing hard the first moment she got the chance.”

      “We didn’t expect it this fast,” Mave whispered. “So, yeah, I want us to keep moving. We can’t ruin the horses, but I want us sleeping light and moving fast. I want to hit this bitch, then go home.”

      “And we’re going to,” he said, moving his horse close to hers just to elbow her in the side.

      They rode all day and into the night. They didn’t go quickly, but the steady slow pace was better for the horses and for them. Once the red moon was above them, Kian made the call.

      “Let’s stop here and camp until dawn. Bedrolls and sleep. No fires.”

      The warriors worked quietly and laid down. Mave found herself between Kian and Emerian but couldn’t sleep. Apparently, neither could Kian. Once everyone was softly snoring around them, he rolled onto his side and stared at her.

      “Since we’re on a mission without them, I wanted to ask you about Nevyn and Varon.”

      Mave sighed. “We’re talking again.”

      “They’ve been on a mission for half of the summer. Don’t tell me everything is all better,” he growled softly. “He’s my best friend. I just wanted to understand what’s happening.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” she said softly.

      “How about the secret you’re so desperate to keep?” he pressed. “Just me. I won’t tell them, but you know every time they get frustrated with your silence about the weird stuff going on with you, I get worried. I don’t like hearing about or seeing the weird things going on with you. I was there for the spring campaign. Mave…I’m your father, not only in name. We bonded in the eyes of the gods. I am your father. Would you at least tell me?”

      “Have you been waiting to get me on a mission to ask about this?” she demanded, turning on him, tearing her eyes away from the moon.

      “Yes,” he admitted honestly.

      “Well…” Mave swallowed. She thought about it, then sat up. She couldn’t wait until they were in enemy territory, where it wouldn’t be safe to have a private conversation. She was also just tired of the secret, so damn tired of people asking her for the secret, and tired of being too scared to tell them. If anyone would treat her like she wasn’t insane, it was Kian. That’s what she hoped at least. “Let’s step away from the group. I can go a night without sleep. You?”

      He was up and following her, nodding quickly. “Why are we leaving? Are you worried one of them will hear?”

      “Yes,” she answered honestly. They didn’t go too far, but Mave wanted to make sure they were out of earshot before she sat down and leaned on a tree. She could hear a stream in the area, not an uncommon sound. There were thousands around these mountains, always fed by the melting snowcaps on the peaks of the tallest mountains and springs that burst out of the earth.

      Kian sat next to her, confusion apparent on his face. “Mave?”

      “Don’t call me crazy,” she ordered, then turned it into a plea. “Please. Please, don’t call me crazy.”

      “I would never—”

      “I dream of Kristanya,” she said, a weight being lifted off her chest the moment the words came out of her mouth. In a single moment, she realized it wasn’t Kristanya keeping her silent. It had been her own fear, her own beliefs. She didn’t have any respect for the gods. She had once cast them aside, and now, she had to reclaim them, especially her.

      Kian’s eyes went wide, and Mave took a deep breath.

      “I dream of sparring with her. We talk sometimes, and she gives me advice. She…touched me, and these tatua were there when I woke up,” she whispered, lifting her arm to remind him of the tatua that went down to her elbows and across her back. “That’s how I’ve been getting better.”

      There was a long silence.

      “You think I’m crazy,” she said, sighing as she rubbed her face and looked away from him. “I fucking knew everyone would—”

      “No,” he said quickly. “No, Mave, I don’t think you’re crazy at all,” Kian said softly. “I think you’re blessed to have the attention of a goddess, who must see some of herself in you.”

      “How can you think that?” Mave snapped. “I dream of a goddess! Are the gods even real?”

      “You know they are.” Kian gave her a flat stare. “Varon and Nevyn’s story? It’s true, Mave. Varon offered his life up to Amonora if he could be with the male he loved, and she went to him in his dream. She gave him his sight in exchange for his voice. That really happened,” he huffed, running a hand through his hair. “There’s always been rumors of the queen being gifted visions by Lariana, the leader of our pantheon and the patron goddess of that family. The dragons visiting us in our dreams isn’t something new you’ve stumbled on. That’s why I don’t think you’re crazy. It’s a crazy thing to be happening because it’s a fucking honor, and something deeper must be happening, but I don’t think you’re crazy.”

      “You think the dreams are real,” Mave said, amazed. Half the time, Mave didn’t want to believe they were.

      “I’m almost certain they are.” He looked down at his hands and huffed, his eyes wide. “My daughter dreams of Kristanya. How the hell am I going to get any sleep tonight, knowing that?”

      “The same way I do?” Mave smirked. “Just deal with it?”

      He laughed softly, looking up at her again. “For how long?”

      “Since we came to Anden,” Mave admitted. “Before your family adopted me. Before we knew about Seanev.”

      “Oh, wow,” he whispered. He reached out and touched her cheek. “And you, seeing visions of a goddess, still decided I was a worthy male to pick as a father.”

      “Goddess or no goddess, you and Senri are some of the best people who have entered my life,” Mave told him with a smile. “Let’s get back. I’m going to try to get some sleep.”

      “And leave me with this new information and no way to process it?” Kian sputtered.

      “I’ll tell you more tomorrow night,” she promised. “And who knows? Maybe I’m due for a dream with her? She bothers me pretty often.”

      Finding her bed again, she was able to quickly relax, her chest feeling lighter than it had in months. All it took was exposing her deepest secret on a whim to make it happen. When she finally slept, she slept deeply.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            26

          

          

      

    

    








            Lilliana

          

        

      

    

    
      Lilliana couldn’t ignore the shifting mood of the village any more than she could deny what she was. When she arrived, there had been jubilation. Victories were fresh and exciting for the Andinna, who lived around the king. The market was booming and bright. Everyone was happy and basking in the glory of their warriors, who fought hard and won great battles for them.

      A week after the Champion left on her mission, it wasn’t the same. It had started small, only the leaders of the rebellion growing darker as time went on. With the return of Seanev, the entire village had been cast under a dark shadow. They were still trying. The perseverance of the Andinna was still winning out in the hearts of the Andinna, but it wasn’t the same. And more bad news was coming in all the time. Today, she found herself listening to more.

      “The supplies didn’t show up on time,” Dave, the human, explained to Alchan at the dining table. Lilliana could see them from the kitchen, where she was making tea as she did several times a day for a variety of reasons.

      Dave was an interesting man. He didn’t really fear Alchan the way many did. Maybe it was because he was human or because he was so confident in his goodness. He was good, from what Lilliana had seen of him.

      “How late are they, and how bad is it?” Alchan asked, sounding tired.

      “Four days late and not too troublesome…yet,” Dave explained, turning a book. “We’re fine without this one shipment, if say, they’ve broken down, or animals raided them, or…”

      “I really hope the Elvasi don’t have a strike team north of the mountains,” Alchan growled. “I understand what you’re getting at, and it’s a very real possibility at this point.”

      “Do they have units like that?”

      “She could be taking a page out of our book, and we’re too spread out as it is,” Alchan said softly. “Keep an eye out for it. Send a message to Kerit and ask them if they’ve sent the supplies out like they were supposed to. We might need to figure out a new route.”

      “Any other viable routes take a week longer. The road that runs on the north side of the mountains keeps our supply chain at the speed we need it. I’ve already sent Kerit a message. They were adamant they sent out the supplies. They offered to send warriors on the road to see if there’s anything they can find. I should hear back, eventually, but that could be too late to save another caravan if there is something wrong.”

      “Just keep me posted,” Alchan ordered, rubbing his forehead. “Thank you for coming to me. You seem to have this in hand. I trust you.”

      “Thank you, sire. Learen has been a great help. I’m sorry he couldn’t make this meeting. I know you wanted to meet with both of us.” Dave stood, grabbing his papers and books.

      “It’s fine,” Alchan said, dismissing the apology. Lilliana jumped as her kettle began to scream. Alchan turned to look at her with a frown.

      “Sorry,” she squeaked. Grabbing it off the fire, she poured what she needed, dumping her tea bag in unceremoniously. She tried to get out of the kitchen as quickly as possible and headed for her room.

      Only a few moments later, there was a soft knock at her door. She opened it slowly to see Alchan frowning at her. Her knees went weak at the sight of him, standing tall and domineering in her doorway.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, obviously concerned. He didn’t try to step into her room. He never did. It was his home, but Rain had been right. Her room was her private sanctuary, and not even the king entered without express permission, something she never gave him for her own reasons. He never asked for it, either, probably for his own.

      “I’m fine. I felt bad for accidentally eavesdropping, then the kettle spooked me. It’s fine,” she declared at the end, smiling weakly. “Don’t you have meetings to go to?”

      “I do,” he confirmed. “I just wanted to check in with you. Rain will be with me, but if you need him, you know where the war room is. Feel free to come get him. He needs time off, and you’ve proven invaluable at getting him to relax for a moment.”

      “Oh, well…” She shrugged. “He’s a wonderful male to pass the time with. Oh, not like…” She bit her tongue, trying not to say anything more, tucking her head and focusing on her tea. She expected the bedru to be angry, but instead, he laughed.

      What a beautiful laugh it was—rich, deep, masculine. He found her funny, and it made her stomach do strange things, and her face heated. Her already weak knees threatened to give out.

      “I know what you meant. I would never assume when he’s with you, don’t worry. I know my Consort only has a taste for men. As lovely as you are, you aren’t his type.”

      “Of course.”

      Skies, did he just call me lovely?

      “Have a nice day, Lady Lilliana,” Alchan said before walking away. His last words had been stiffer. She hadn’t seen his face because she was still staring at her tea, still warm in her hands. Once she heard him leave the house, she let out the air trapped in her lungs, but the funny feeling in her gut didn’t change. She knew what it was. She had heard lovers describe the sensation—the attraction.

      For the first time in her life, she was attracted to someone—someone she didn’t want to be attracted to. Over the years, she had plenty of opportunities to scratch an itch, as some called it, but she had never felt the itch. The first time she had was the moment she had seen Alchan and Rain in the kitchen.

      Now, it never left her. She’d had plenty of opportunities but never took them.

      I should have. Maybe it would have prepared me for this. But I can’t…I can’t act on it now. I would never try to hurt someone’s relationship. Rain and the king are so obviously in love. What is wrong with me? Why now? Why do I have to feel like this now? Centuries of never wanting anything to do with sex, and now, that curiosity pops up? Skies damn it.

      She was frustrated, stuck between a rock and a hard place. She tried leaving. She suggested it often enough to annoy the two males she lived with, especially Rain. Alchan always gave her a flat out no, which was his right as the king.

      Her growing attraction to both males was a serious issue. It was worse with the king, which put her in exactly the position Leria had wanted. That just made Lilliana angry. She hadn’t wanted to be this pawn, and now, she was playing right into it.

      Lilliana sat down at the dining table and frowned as she stared at the home where she lived.

      Maybe I can…convince myself not to like them. What’s wrong with them? The obvious is that Rain doesn’t like females. Maybe Alchan doesn’t either. That would be nice. If neither of them like females, I could ignore how I feel and get over it. I mean, it hasn’t stopped me from growing to really care for Rain. He’s such a wonderful male, but at least I don’t…dream about Rain.

      Oh, but those dreams about Alchan.

      She closed her eyes, images flying into her mind—the way he handled Rain, but now it was her. She had never seen roughness like that. She had never witnessed that raw, animalistic passion before, but it was in the king’s eyes. He owned his lovers. And she found herself desperately wanting to be owned. To be commanded. To be submissive the way her nature called her to be.

      No one had ever made her feel the way he did when he looked at her. The command in his eyes to answer his questions. The posture of a dominant male who could make her yield and feel good about it. His very being begged her to drop to her knees and do things she had never considered before.

      Lilliana still didn’t care much for sex. She just wanted to be ruled, and she was terrified of that want. Sex was just a thing he would probably expect, and she would do it for him. She tried to think of sex with anyone else and felt displeasure. This was an Alchan specific problem.

      I want to feel what Rain felt that morning in the kitchen. That’s what I want.

      Her heart was pounding as she realized she was never going to get over this until she was completely out of his presence.

      “Hey, Lily,” Rain’s voice cut through her fog and made her jump, tipping over her tea and spilling it across the table. “Oh, no!”

      “You spooked me!” she cried out, more distraught at the loss of her tea than she was about him walking in on her, daydreaming about his husband. She really loved her tea. It was her one pure joy since she had been so unceremoniously sent to the village. “Why would you do that?”

      “I didn’t mean to,” he said sweetly, jogging into the kitchen. He came back out with a washcloth and washed up as she just stared in dismay. With rationing, she wouldn’t be able to make another glass. She had to be careful about using too much, or she would run out without new tea bags for potentially weeks.

      Rain picked up the cup and took it back into the kitchen with the dirty cloth. She sniffed when he never came out, catching the scent of coffee.

      “Have some of this,” he ordered. “I really am sorry. I didn’t mean to spook you.”

      “It’s okay,” she mumbled, forcing herself to swallow some of the bitter stuff everyone else liked so much.

      “What were you thinking about? You must have been deep in thought if I could shake you up that much.”

      Her face heated, and she couldn’t stop it.

      “Nothing,” she mumbled.

      Skies have mercy. I have hidden it so well since that first day. Don’t notice, please.

      Rain’s eyes narrowed, and a smile began to form.

      “Were you thinking about someone?”

      “No,” she lied.

      I should have stayed in my room. This wouldn’t have happened if I stayed in my room like I normally do.

      “Sure,” Rain teased. “Want to tell me who?”

      “No,” she squeaked, drinking more of the gross coffee. She had never developed a liking for it, but it was a gift, and she would finish every drop. Turning away food from a good friend was rude.

      “Can I guess?”

      “No,” she said, hiding her mouth behind the glass. “Please.”

      “It can’t be that bad,” Rain said, leaning on the table, stretching his arms, and tilting his head to rest on one of them. She had seen him as a wyvern now, and it was like that. He stretched like an animal, getting comfortable in odd ways. She wondered if anyone ever noticed that since no one ever pointed it out to him.

      “Please, Rain,” she pleaded. “You know if you demand it, I’ll tell you, but I don’t want to make any trouble.”

      His eyes went wide, and she realized her mistake.

      Fuck.

      “Really?” he asked, his face changing to something unreadable. “Are you serious?”

      She stood, but he grabbed her wrist and held her there. He had moved so fast, she hadn’t seen him.

      “Lilliana, were you daydreaming about my husband?” Rain asked, his voice powerful enough to make her still. It was a demand.

      “Yes,” she whispered, feeling terrible. Guilt and shame flooded her, and her eyes filled with tears. “I don’t know how this happened. I never wanted this.”

      Rain let her go quickly and stood, nodding as he looked at her. She still couldn’t read his expression. Had she just ruined her only friendship? She hoped she hadn’t. She needed Rain. He was all she had now.

      “Okay, we’ll figure this out,” he said suddenly. “The Andinna aren’t monogamous. If you want to approach him, you are more than welcome to.”

      Her jaw dropped open.

      “He’s told me before, he thinks females are attractive…” Rain hummed, nodding. “This could work. If you want it to work. This is good, actually. Yeah.”

      “What?” Lilliana couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

      Rain shrugged. “I’m male. I never thought I would be monogamous. I was worried when I first saw you. I thought you would try to split Alchan and me up, but it’s really obvious you don’t have that in you. I’ve been watching you, and I can read people well. I thought you didn’t like sex, though. That makes this a bit strange.”

      “I never cared about it at all…until I saw him,” she admitted. “And I’m not planning to…try. Please believe me, Rain, I’ve been trying to think of a way to get out of this situation. I don’t…want to be what Leria wanted me to be.”

      “Umm, okay?” Rain was frowning now. “But if you like him, why not fuck him once and get it out of your system?”

      “You would be okay with that?” she said, her voice jumping two octaves. Incredulous, she put the coffee down and stared at him, open-mouthed again.

      “I’m a male Andinna,” Rain reminded her again, giving her the most confused expression she had ever seen. “I’ve never expected monogamy from any of my lovers, Lily. Why would I expect it of Alchan?”

      “He expects it of you,” she said, having thought it went both ways.

      “I don’t need any other lovers outside of him. He gives me what I want. He’s a bedru, and I knew that going into it. I would never tell him he can’t have anyone else if he has feelings for them as well.” Rain sat back down. “Calm down. It’s not…I don’t blame you for looking at him and thinking about him. He’s attractive, kind, and lovely. He’s a great male, at least to me.”

      She sat down slowly, still staring at Rain as if he was insane. She knew Andinna weren’t normally monogamous, but she had been sent to bed the king. She hadn’t wanted to when she arrived, but now, she did. Why didn’t Rain have a problem with that?

      “You, as an Andinna, never have to justify your attraction to someone else,” Rain said, stabbing a finger on the table. “Honestly? I’m mad Leria made this such a contentious thing, you felt I would be angry if I found out. Lily, we’re not like that. I’m…” Rain chuckled suddenly. “I’m actually kind of relieved.”

      “What?” she screeched, making the male wince.

      “Don’t do that, please,” he begged. “I’m relieved because you’re a sweet female who isn’t conniving or power-hungry. And…maybe it’ll be easier for him to accept you when he had so much of an issue with other females. This could be good. You’re attracted to him. That’s step one.”

      “What’s step two?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.

      “Finding out if he’s attracted to you,” Rain said with a devious smile.

      Lilliana wanted to crawl into a dark corner and never see the sun again. She didn’t know Rain’s game, but it terrified her. Even more terrifying was the idea of learning how Alchan felt about her.

      “Why don’t we not and say we did?” she asked, trying to smile.

      “Oh no,” Rain crooned. “As your friend and your family, I think it’s time for you to explore these new feelings.”

      “Will you tell me why you’re being so nice to me? Or why you are so invested in something you just learned about?”

      Rain grew thoughtful, watching her.

      “The honest truth?” he asked in return.

      “Yes,” she pleaded.

      “Because I love him,” Rain answered simply. “And one day I’m going to die centuries before any of you, and I don’t want him to be alone when that happens. So, I see you, and I see a chance to add someone to our family who will comfort him and love him after I’m gone.”

      She didn’t know what to say. It was raw. It was passionate.

      And it was heartbreaking.

      “I don’t know if I love him,” she whispered.

      “That’s okay, but I don’t think you should let Leria’s expectations get in the way of finding out if you could. I’m just asking…for you to see how deep your feelings or attraction runs and explore them. Give him a chance, please. Give yourself a chance.”

      Lilliana didn’t know what to say, so she just nodded.
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      Mave was the first to reach the cliff.

      “This is where we want to leave the horses, right?” she asked, looking at Kian as he came up beside her. Emerian came up on her left as she watched Kian.

      “Can we leave the horses here?” Emerian asked, frowning.

      “Yeah, this is the place,” Kian said with a chuckle. “When it’s time to go, we leave the Elvasi in the dust, flying up and grabbing our horses. It’s a great plan…unless they have gryphons, then we use the cliffside as a chance to turn and fight.”

      “How much farther to the mission objective?” a warrior asked. Mave didn’t turn to see who, recognizing Deusav’s voice. His a little higher than most males, which made him more distinctive. She didn’t think she would be able to do that with any of the others.

      “We’ll walk for half the night through this valley,” Kian said, pointing out over the vista. “See the mountain on the far side? We’ll be going to the other side of it. That’s where the Elvasi camp is. I would say we fly, but that puts us out in the open. I’d rather keep us under tree cover. If we run into an Elvasi patrol, we kill them quickly and keep moving. It’s nearly sunset now. We should be back at the horses by dawn.”

      Mave dismounted and took her mare back to the trees, tying it up safely. She was ready to go. Everyone was ready because preparedness was important. If they saw Elvasi on the trip, they had to be ready. The horses only carried emergency supplies, and in Kian’s case, an explosive brick that made everyone nervous.

      She met everyone back on the cliffside, choosing to stand next to Emerian. He was the only person with his weapon out, but it was practical. He had a makeshift place to carry it on his back, but it wasn’t the type of weapon with a safe sheath, like their swords. Even the three archers in their group could sling the bow over their shoulders. Not Emerian.

      “You ready? First mission, possible combat, and something I’ve never even done. I can’t say I’ve blown up a mountain before.”

      “I’m ready,” he promised, smiling as he looked over the view. “Since I started training with Luykas and Trevan here in Anden, I’ve craved this. It started small, but I really wanted to prove myself this year, and I’m glad to have the chance. Thank you.”

      “Anything else you want to talk about while we walk?” She crossed her arms.

      “Why?” Her nemari’s frown did nothing to distract from the attractive form of his face. She always tried to put his appearance to the back of her mind, but sometimes, it was impossible to ignore. His profile was beautiful, even concentrated, and confused.

      “She wants to know if you have anything you want to get off your chest because you might die,” Kian explained. “She’s right to do so since it’s your first mission.”

      Emerian shrugged. “No, I’m fine, I think.”

      She wished she could see him blush, but he never did. He just got that same sheepish expression.

      “You should think about it a little more. More warriors die on their first mission than any other,” a gruff old male said. “Lack of experience. If there’s anything you want to say, now’s the time.”

      “I would say more die on their last,” Mave muttered.

      “But…” Kian started to chuckle. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      “I figured you would get that joke, eventually,” she smirked, turning to elbow her father. “Getting slow in your old age?”

      He wrapped an arm around her head and pulled her in, messing up her hair. She was on the road, so it wasn’t nice to begin with.

      “Let’s get going,” Kian said, kissing the top of her head. She wondered if she was supposed to be embarrassed. Mat always turned a little red when Leshaun messed with him, but when she was with Kian, it felt natural.

      They jumped down, using their wings to slow their descent, and entered the woods below. They moved quickly and tried for silence, but it was impossible with fifteen Andinna warriors jogging through the underbrush. As they moved, the sun set, casting large shadows. The mountain had been picked by a scout. The scouts didn’t just report numbers of Elvasi troops but also major topographical information. The Andinna forces needed that information to be successful. When they reached their objective, it would be completely shadowed, the sun having dipped behind the mountain. There was only a slim chance they would be seen by the Elvasi in the camp below.

      They didn’t run into any Elvasi patrols on their trip and began to move around the mountain, climbing to a more advantageous position. Night fell on them quickly as they found the perfect spot.

      “Rocky up here. Good,” Kian said softly, looking around. Mave moved around him and looked down the mountain to see the Elvasi camp below.

      “Is it enough?” Mave asked, crouching to get comfortable. Her tail helped her, taking some of the weight off her legs.

      “We have enough of this stuff to take off a third of the mountain and send it down on them. It’ll be fine,” Kian answered.

      A whoosh. A brown blur. Air grazed her cheek. Her wing stung from whatever went through the thin membrane that made up most the wing.

      Mave stood, and as she did, an arrow sank deep into her thigh. She pulled it out with her left hand as she drew a sword with her right.

      “AMBUSH!” Kian yelled.

      How?

      Mave turned, seeing Elvasi soldiers running for them as arrows continued to fly toward them. Mave watched two of the warriors in their unit drop.

      She had no time to think. She ran for Emerian and Kian, grateful they were near each other. She ignored the pain in her leg, only focused on getting to them. Before she could, an Elvasi cut her off, swinging a mace. She tried to sidestep, but the soldier hit her left wing.

      She felt the snap and screamed as she turned on the soldier, cutting his arm off in one powerful move. An arrow hit her side, sending her staggering. She couldn’t pull that one out or risk bleeding to death, so she left it.

      “Retreat!” Kian roared.

      Emerian was at her side, grabbing her arm. Other warriors entered the air, but Mave watched as arrows found them. A net hit another. She couldn’t watch for long because the ground soldiers were now surrounding them.

      She ran for a gap, Emerian following her. Together, they killed two soldiers and kept moving. She looked over her shoulder to see Kian following her, an arrow in his shoulder and noticeable holes in his wings, a long cut down one of them as well.

      They used the trees to dodge the arrows, but they were pursued.

      “We need to fly!” Emerian yelled.

      “I can’t!” Mave yelled back at him. She slowed and let him pass. “Head for the cliff! Go!”

      He slowed as well, though, and they held position. She didn’t care to argue with him. If he wanted to fight at her side, that was his right. Kian was next, along with five other warriors. Once the last warrior passed her, she grabbed Emerian’s wrist with her free hand and pulled, making him come with her. Kian stayed at her pace as well.

      “Can you fly?” she asked, looking at him as an arrow whizzed between their heads and landed in the back of another Andinna. “Fuck!”

      “I might, but it’ll be hard. They aimed for the wings. They knew what they were doing,” Kian explained. “We need to fight them off in a better position.”

      She figured that would be his answer. They ran into the valley as Elvasi on horseback followed them, but they didn’t find the valley quiet anymore. The Elvasi had snuck around them.

      Mave slid to a stop as she was met face to face with another unit, their weapons drawn and ready. Another warrior laid dead. Behind her, the ones who initiated the ambush caught up and dove in, continuing their attack.

      Emerian roared and swung his scythe, cutting off an Elvasi’s head.

      “Punch through!” Kian ordered. “We’re pinched! More on the way!”

      Mave went to the new line and roared as she made a leaping attack into their forces. She landed on two, killing them before her feet were on the ground. Her wing sent shockwaves of pain through her, but pain was easy to deal with when dying was the other option. She went down to a crouch and spun low, cutting the legs out from underneath the Elvasi around her. When she came back up, she eviscerated two more, opening their bellies and spilling guts onto the ground.

      Kian and Emerian moved to her side as she backed away from the carnage. They were the only three left now, and from what she could see, there had to be fifty Elvasi coming for them, if not more.

      “We need to keep moving,” Kian snapped. “Go!”

      They ran, turning on their heels. Mave tried to work her wing as they moved, knowing she needed to fly if she needed to get out alive.

      Another arrow sank into her lower back and sent her to the ground.

      “MAVE!” Emerian screamed. He reached for her, trying to pull her up. Kian took a defensive position as she tried to keep moving, using Emerian to help her up. Once she was on her feet, her nemari forced her to keep moving. She struggled for every step, but she wasn’t dead yet.

      I’m not ready to die, Kristanya. You won’t get me this easily, Skies damn it.

      They didn’t move fast enough. Mave turned to see Kian taking up the rear, an arrow now firmly embedded into his shoulder.

      “Run without me,” she ordered. “Go. I can find a way out.”

      “No,” he growled. “No, we’re not talking like that. They’re struggling to keep up in the underbrush. It’s going to be fine. We’ll get there.”

      “Yeah, don’t talk like that. We’ll make it out,” Emerian said, readjusting his hold. He brought her arm over his shoulder and half carried her as she tried to keep moving her feet. He was pushing to move faster, and she was unable to keep up. Her broken wing was now dragging on the ground.

      They splashed through a stream, and Mave saw it run red, her head spinning as the blood loss and pain started to hit her and take hold.

      “Emerian, take this,” Kian ordered, holding out a bag. Emerian used his free hand to grab whatever it was and flung it over his shoulder.

      Some Elvasi were catching up on them. Mave could hear them and tried to stop to fight, but Emerian kept moving.

      “Kian?” he asked frantically.

      “We’ll make it,” the warrior snarled. “Don’t worry. You’ll get out of here alive, young buck.”

      “They’re coming,” she said, a gasp ending her words as pain ran through her. Her wing clipped a small tree.

      “I know,” Kian said softly.

      They didn’t make it to the cliff before another skirmish. Mave turned to see four horseback riders coming fast down a game trail. They must have taken the long route, but they knew the valley well enough to make it work. They had prepared this ambush well. They had time to prepare this ambush.

      “Emerian, get Mave to the cliffside and fly her up. Set the charge to blow just the way we were trained to. That will give both of you time to leave and stop anyone from continuing the chase,” Kian said, turning his back on them. “Go…Now.”

      “No,” Mave snarled, finding the energy to pull away from Emerian. “No, Kian. You are not—”

      “I can’t fly. Emerian can, but he can only get one of us up before the other is overrun. That’s going to be you. You are going to get out,” Kian snapped, not turning to look at her. Every second they wasted, the Elvasi on horseback drew closer. “It has to be you. It’s been an honor to be your father. This is what parents do, Mave. We die for our children. I won’t stand by and watch another child of mine die, so I’m going to hold them off, and you are going to leave. Emerian, take care of my daughter. Get her home. I don’t care how much she fights you. Protect her with your fucking life, do you understand?”

      “Yes sir,” Emerian said, wrapping his arms around her waist. “I swear on the skies to get her home.”

      Mave fought. She screamed. She wasn’t going to let this happen. Emerian only continued to drag her away, forcing her to keep moving. Uninjured, she would have taken him. She could have killed him and gone to her father. Kian could go home. He was going to be a new father soon.

      “NO!” she roared. “KIAN, NO! BABA!”

      Soon, he was out of sight. She heard him roar and begin his fight.

      Emerian dragged her all the way to the cliffside with her fighting every step. She knew Kian would put up a hell of a fight. He would take down a dozen of them before he fell.

      “There’s still time,” she said, breaking his hold. She could hear the distant sound of steel hitting and a fight happening. “There’s still time!”

      “No, Mave!” He grabbed her again. A roar made them both look up. This time, it was cut short, and with it, Mave’s heart was sliced in two and left bleeding—broken. She felt something die inside of her. She fell to her knees. “There’s no time,” he said softly. “We need to go.”

      She was paralyzed. There were no more sounds of fighting in the distance, only the steady beat of footsteps coming their direction.

      No, no, no, no.

      “Mave, get up,” Emerian ordered, trying to pull her from the ground.

      She only watched the woods.

      No. Not him. I can’t…I can’t do this again. I can’t lose another one. No, no, no, no. Come through the woods, Kian. Come on. Please.

      “Mave, he’s gone, and we need to go!” Emerian yelled.

      And it wasn’t Kian who came through the woods because Emerian was right. The first of what was probably dozens of Elvasi came. There was only a handful to start, probably those who outran the rest.

      Emerian met them in combat, and he was vicious. Mave watched him cut them down, fighting for everything he had. He growled, snarled, and roared. She watched a sword cut precariously close to his face and saw blood spatter the dirt, but her nemari killed the Elvasi who did it. He screamed as it happened, but he didn’t stop moving. He only continued to fight. She watched as he sliced an Elvasi in half at the waist.

      He killed six Elvasi before coming back to her. This time, when he tried to lift her, she allowed it. He held her tight and jumped for the air, taking her to the top of the cliff. She couldn’t walk anymore, her legs giving out as they landed. He took her to the first horse and helped her up, leaving her there. She stared at her hands, realizing she lost her sword at some point. She still had one, but the other was down in those woods.

      When Emerian came back, he rushed to jump on a horse. He grabbed the leads for two others and kicked them to start running at a gallop. The remaining horses were now running around free.

      “They should all make it out,” he said. “Hold on, Mave!”

      She tried, but the fast ride was bumpy, and the arrow in her back was moving too much. The arrow in her side was hitting her arm. She couldn’t see anything, blinded by tears and pain.

      Then an explosion shook the world and made the horses scream and begin to buck. She was flung, falling into the dirt, and it sent the arrow in her back even deeper. Emerian yelled and tried to settle them, but she nearly got kicked in the head by one running for its life.

      She couldn’t move now, not even if she tried. She listened to the rumbling of whatever Emerian had set that blast to do and stared at the sky, trying to block out the pain.

      Once Emerian got the remaining three horses to settle down, he went to her.

      “I’ve got you,” he whispered. “I’m sorry. We’ll stop and treat your injuries soon. Please don’t die. You can’t die on me.” Emerian got her onto a horse and secured her in with ropes. “Sleep if you can,” he ordered. “Sleep and heal. I know some field medicine from training, but we need to find a good place to stop.”

      Her eyes drifted closed. He was right. She needed to heal if she wanted to get home.

      The empty feeling in her chest threatened to drag her into the darkness and never let her go. Hollow. She wanted to be hollow.

      When she drifted to sleep, not even Kristanya visited her in that hollow place where Mave retreated.
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      Zayden slaved in the kitchen, making the biggest meal he probably ever had. One roasted elk leg from a quick hunt he and Mat just came back from, several organs grilled with vegetables for those who liked that sort of thing—he didn’t. Two types of salads and a variety of other side dishes.

      This kitchen was not equipped for this sort of cooking.

      He made do, though. He had big plans. Waking up at dawn, he came straight to the kitchen and started cooking. It was already past midday, and finally, the door opened, Mat walking in.

      “Is he coming over?” Zayden asked, grinning at Mat.

      “He is. I convinced him we needed a smaller party before the big official one, just for the Company,” Mat said, grinning back. “Even got Bryn and Luykas to take a night off.”

      “Good. I convinced Nevyn and Varon to come over. Is Luykas going to talk to Alchan and Rain?”

      “He promised he would.”

      Zayden nodded, glad to hear that. They were missing Mave and Kian, leaving a hole for everyone. Those two were firecrackers of energy in two very distinct ways, but that was even more of a reason for tonight.

      Zayden had the first idea for tonight’s fun. There had always been a plan to throw a party for Leshaun, but it was supposed to be a big event with the entire village. With the way missions were being sent out, there would never be a chance with the entire Company around anymore. With only two gone, it was something they could do.

      “Wait, we should invite Senri, Willem, and Gentrin,” Zayden declared, looking around to see where Mat had walked off to. “In honor of Mave and Kian, who can’t be here.”

      “I’ll go get them. They won’t want to miss this,” his old friend said with a chuckle and headed back out. “Good thing I haven’t taken my boots off yet,” he called out before the door closed.

      Zayden was still grinning as he continued working. Bryn came in first and jumped into the kitchen, ready to help.

      “The potatoes need to come off,” Zayen said, pointing to the large pot over a secondary fire he had going. “The roast is in the oven, and I need to check on it once I’m done with this…”

      “Let me take that, and you check the roast,” Bryn offered as he took the large pot off the fire and set it to the side.

      They worked well in tandem. Zayden had ruled his kitchen for centuries, but if there was one male he liked cooking with, it was Bryn. Bryn knew his way around the kitchen nearly as well as Zayden.

      I would say it’s surprising, but the only surprising cook in the Company is Alchan. I can’t believe that male even knows how.

      Zayden couldn’t deny their king’s skill, though. They traded recipes, something they told no one. It started with Zayden teaching Alchan how Rain liked his breakfast growing up and evolved from there. It was their dirty secret.

      When the door opened again, a group flooded in. Senri, Willem, and Gentrin were with Matesh. Behind them, Luykas, Alchan, and Rainev.

      “This is nice,” Alchan said, nodding at the space. “This is a good idea. Thank you for thinking of it, Zayden.”

      “He needs something special and small,” Zayden said with a small smile. He stepped out of the kitchen to welcome everyone. “Please have a seat anywhere you like, and we’ll sit around you, Alchan.”

      “I think I’ll wait for Leshaun to come and claim his place first.” Alchan had a kind smile as he looked over the home. Zayden liked seeing this side of the king. It was a part of him they hadn’t seen for the thousand years they fought together. Alchan could always withdraw and be rigid. That changed, thanks to Rain, who most definitely brought the male out of his comfort zone. It showed him how his son could fall in love with Alchan and made him realize how Alchan, king of the Andinna, could fall in love with his son.

      With a smile, Zayden helped everyone find a place to wait out of the way. Nevyn and Varon came in next, carrying two bowls.

      “We brought something to help ease the load,” Nevyn explained, looking into the kitchen as he put his bowl down. “But it looks like it wasn’t necessary.”

      “Thank you,” Zayden said with a breath of relief. “I wasn’t sure I would be able to cook enough, but this definitely helps cover the gaps I might have missed.” He checked the bowls and saw they were identical—a vegetable medley grilled over an open fire. He kicked himself for not thinking of doing a plain veggie grill, but he’d made Leshaun’s favorite dish with the heart and liver.

      The food was near done by the time Leshaun walked in and rolled his eyes.

      “All of this wasn’t necessary,” the old male said, moving farther into the room. Behind him, Learen followed, someone Zayden hadn’t thought to invite but wasn’t annoyed with either. He was once one of them, and he could be again if he wanted it. “I found Learen while I was leaving. He was bringing me a special order I made to Kerit.”

      “He likes a certain wine, and I thought I should hand-deliver it before someone snatched it when the supplies were distributed,” Learen explained, lifting the pricy bottle of red wine. “Dave saw it, and I knew where it needed to go.”

      Leshaun smiled mischievously. “I’ve already cracked it open and had a glass. I hope none of you mind.”

      “This is your day. You can do whatever you want,” Alchan said with a laugh. “Find a seat, so everyone else can.”

      “Oh, you’re waiting on me? That’s new and interesting.” Leshaun chuckled and sat down at the dining table. Everyone quickly found their own places. Zayden and Bryn finished up the food and set it out for everyone to make their own plates, but he personally dished up for the old male and set the plate in front of him.

      “Thank you for being my uncle, just as much as Mat’s,” Zayden whispered, hugging the male over his shoulder. “We’re going to miss you.” He tried to blink away the sudden tears. He never let anyone know how much Leshaun really meant to him. He had to be strong for Rain, but Rain didn’t need him now, and it let Zayden remember the important relationships he had missed as Rain grew up.

      “I’m just moving away,” Leshaun huffed in annoyance, but when Zayden tried to pull his hand away, Leshaun took it in his own. “But I’ll miss you too, nephew of my heart. I watched you and Mat grow up. It’s been very interesting to see what you’ve both become without my guidance, and I can’t wait to see what you’ll do once we’re all free in our own lands again.”

      “To freedom and family,” Mat declared, lifting a glass. People started to clap. Bryn brought out glasses and handed them out. “Everyone, get a drink, so this toast actually means something!”

      That created laughter. Zayden grabbed Leshaun’s wine and poured him a glass.

      “Tell me if you need me to protect it,” Zayden ordered. “It’s yours, and I won’t have anyone taking your favorite from you.”

      “Thank you, but that’s why I brought it. I didn’t want to share with everyone.” Leshaun winked, revealing there was still something young in him, it just needed space to come out again, which he didn’t have in a village consumed by war.

      “Well, I’ll let others have a taste once you’ve had your fill,” Zayden retorted. He didn’t want Leshaun to give away his prized bottle of wine from Kerit, so he tucked it deep in the storage room. When he came out, he pointed back to it. “Let me know when you want a refill.”

      Leshaun lifted his full glass in thanks.

      Once everyone had drinks, Mat raised his glass again.

      “Okay, let’s do this right. I’ll say some words, then…Alchan? Would you like to say anything?”

      “I would, thank you.” Alchan was lounging on a large cushion with Rain curled against his side.

      “Then I’ll get on with it.” Mat cleared his throat as Zayden finally found his place to sit at the table. “Leshaun is a dedicated soul. Passionate and wise and knows what’s important. He taught me what’s important. Family. For centuries, he’s impressed on me the need to build a strong one that can bear the storm winds of our time and stand tall and strong like a mountain. Unbreakable, he said. A family should be unbreakable. It’s not a family otherwise. And that’s what he cultivated here. An unbreakable family that breaks through all boundaries. From the king,”—Mat inclined his head to Alchan—“to the lowest of grunts.” He pointed to himself. “Over the years, we’ve all changed, grown, and evolved, but one thing has remained true. We’re a family. And it’s thanks to you, uncle.”

      Everyone cheered and took the first drink from their glass. Alchan stood up and sighed.

      “How do I follow that?” he asked, looking around. “Mat was mostly right, but he got one thing wrong. You weren’t the lowest of grunts. You and Zayden were both the lowest of grunts.”

      Zayden snorted, shaking his head as everyone laughed. It was true. When the War had ended the first time, he and Mat had been the most basic soldiers. Their addition to the Ivory Shadows had been a blessing they hadn’t truly earned yet. They required the most training once the Company knew what it wanted to do.

      “But you are right about family. We are one, and it grows larger by the season.” He tilted his hand toward Senri, who ran a hand over her massive pregnancy belly. “We are more, too. We have traveled the world, going farther than many Andinna could ever dream. We’ve seen the shifting times and battled an endless foe. We are here today with no small part, thanks to Leshaun. It’s time you retire and live a quieter life, but as you go into your twilight years, remember none of this would have been possible without you. Our survival through the centuries has you to thank. The survival of many is thanks to you. You, who cultivated our spy network. You, who was brave enough to mimic a slave and enter Elliar to save Mat and Rain…and Mave. You, who reminded all of us to stay true to our ways. To not forget what the Andinna are and what we are meant to be. I’ll miss your quiet guidance, Lord Leshaun of the Andinna.”

      Zayden felt the tears hit him then.

      “Thank you, my king,” Leshaun whispered. “Cheers to the Andinna and to our king.”

      “Cheers, to the newest noble of the Andinna. When you leave here, you’ll find a piece of property waiting for you. A vast valley with a small village. The mativa can’t wait to have you, a noble settling in a well-earned retirement.” Alchan smiled and nodded his head respectfully. “And it is very well earned.” Alchan looked around in the silence after that. “This is where you cheer, and I tell you everyone can eat.”

      The raucous laughter that followed was better. As they dished up food, Rain asked for everyone to tell him stories about Leshaun. His son was only just over three hundred. He didn’t have the same time as everyone else got with the old male and wanted to hear all of it.

      As those stories began, Zayden was attentive to Leshaun, wanting to be a good host and was feeling too sentimental to leave him alone to his own devices.

      “Do you want a refill?” he asked softly.

      “Oh, yes, please. You’re a good male, Zayden. I envy your parents. You were probably a dream around the house.”

      Zayden chuckled as he took the wineglass to refill it. When he got back, he decided to burst Leshaun’s bubble.

      “Not really. I wasn’t really helpful until your family moved into the village and Mat was born,” he explained. “Helping with Mat when he was little was an educational experience. It taught me things I probably wouldn’t have learned for another thousand years. Who knows where I would have ended up if your family hadn’t come into my life?” Zayden had become closer to Mat’s family than his own over those centuries. By the time the war started, he and Mat had already signed up to be warriors and were living far from home. Mat’s family had all been warriors, but not Zayden’s.

      “I’m glad we had you then, and I’m so…happy Mat has you now. You’ve seemed much happier since you’ve married Mave.”

      “I am,” Zayden promised. He looked at Leshaun, watching his pale, foggy green eyes, and realized there was something wrong. The male looked paler than usual. “Are you okay? Mat, does Leshaun look okay to you?”

      Mat came back to the table. He’d been telling Rain stories about the old uncle who kept them all in line at some point or another.

      “Uncle?” Mat asked softly.

      Leshaun waved a hand. “I’m—” He started coughing, his face suddenly going green. He covered his mouth, and his chest heaved with the force of the fit. He gasped for air.

      “Uncle?” Mat grabbed him and tried to stand him up. “Are you choking?”

      “Move,” Nevyn snapped. “Let me and Varon see him.”

      Zayden looked over, but Varon wasn’t moving, his eyes wide. Slowly, the priest began to shake his head.

      Leshaun collapsed, drawing everyone’s eyes back to him, coughing still. Zayden could see the blood now. He was coughing up so much blood.

      “I think he’s been poisoned,” Nevyn whispered, going to his knees next to Mat. “Hold on, Leshaun. We’ve got you. Someone run for a healer!”

      “Rain already left,” Alchan said, coming over. “Luykas? Bryn?”

      “I don’t know the poison,” Bryn said frantically.

      It was too late.

      Zayden fell into a seat, missed it, and hit the ground as Leshaun’s struggle ended. He stopped breathing, and his eyes went blank.

      Mat screamed.

      “Get Senri out of here,” Alchan ordered softly.

      “Excuse me—”

      “You’re pregnant, and we don’t know what’s done this,” the king snapped. “Go outside until a healer can clear you.”

      Zayden could only stare at his uncle. He couldn’t fathom a world without Leshaun and this…This was gruesome, terrible.

      “Bryn, you know how to work out what a poison is backward,” Nevyn said in a quiet voice. “Can you do it now?”

      “I’ll need to test…everything. The foods, the drinks…His wine,” Bryn hissed.

      Zayden couldn’t bring himself to point back at the storage room. Bryn walked over him, but he just stared at Leshaun’s dead face, unable to process what had just happened.

      “Bryn?” Luykas said in a hushed voice, walking into the kitchen. “Is there anything suspicious?”

      “Not that I can tell, but some poisons are purposefully slow-acting, and they all require a certain dose. If you put too little in the bottle, it could take more of the drink to really hit the system before it causes damage.” Bryn growled. “It could have been anything.”

      “What about the symptoms?”

      “Can you talk about this outside?” Alchan asked gently.

      Luykas and Bryn ran out of the house.

      Zayden didn’t move, but he felt hands touch his shoulders, strong hands.

      “Let’s go,” Alchan whispered. “Let’s go, Zayden. You don’t need to sit here. Let’s get some fresh air, Zayden.”

      He jerked his shoulders, knocking the king’s hands off. They returned, grabbing hard under his arms.

      “Don’t fight me,” Alchan growled, pulling him up to his feet. Zayden sagged back, seeing the blood Leshaun had coughed up onto the table. Alchan forced him to move, taking him outside. He led him down the steps and into the grass, forcing him to take a seat with his back against the stone cliffside. Then he was gone.

      While Zayden had come quietly, Mat did not. From the sound of it, he roared and fought, kicking furniture, breaking wood. Zayden looked up the steps at the door and saw it took both Alchan and Nevyn to wrestle the big male out of the home and down the steps.

      Zayden finally realized what he needed to do. When they got close, he reached out to Mat and pulled him close.

      Mat broke down, big, ugly sobs wetting Zayden’s shoulder. Mat hit his chest in fury, but Zayden could take it. He clung to Mat as though their lives depended on it and tried to fight back his own tears. He couldn’t.

      “You think we have a what?” Alchan roared. It shocked both Mat and Zayden into reality.

      “Sir, I’m sorry—”

      “Repeat that, Bryn,” Alchan snarled. Zayden turned, his eyes going wide at the fearful rage on Alchan’s face directed at Bryn.

      “A spy, sir,” Bryn said in a small voice. “I thought I was being paranoid. There are a dozen other explanations for what’s been going on, but this…”

      “By the Skies,” Luykas gasped. “Who would it even be?”

      “I don’t know, which is why I tried to stay vigilant, but…” Bryn went to his knees. “I failed everyone. I’m sorry.”

      Zayden and Mat moved, grabbing Bryn to get him away from the king, fearful what the dominant male would do.

      Alchan only stared at Bryn, then looked up at them.

      “I wasn’t going to do anything,” Alchan whispered. “This isn’t his fault. Even if we have a spy in the camp, it’s a bold and dangerous move to assassinate someone. Leshaun doesn’t even seem like the proper target. He’s retiring. Most of his duties have gone to Luykas. This is…not anyone’s fault, but whoever did it.”

      “Sir?” It was Learen. “There were supposed to be six bottles in the shipment for Leshaun. Dave and I were worried about that one because the others had been pilfered. We need to find them all.”

      Alchan cursed. “Thank you for letting me know. The bottle was sealed when you found it in the shipment, right?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Then that means…” Luykas shook his head in disbelief. “They were poisoned in Kerit, if not earlier.”

      “Yes,” Alchan whispered.

      Zayden let them handle it. He grabbed Bryn and Mat by their wrists and took them to a quiet spot. Luykas would keep them up to date. Every husband had a duty to each other. Luykas would be their forward point, handling everything around them. Zayden decided he would shoulder the burden of helping Mat and Bryn get past this.

      Zayden didn’t want them to know it was his way of trying to ignore what had just happened. He didn’t want to break on them. He loved all of them. They were his family, and his family had been attacked. He was blinking back tears as he forced Mat and Bryn to sit down.

      “We’ll get through this,” he told them. “Do you understand? We’ll get through this.”

      “He’s gone,” Mat whispered.

      “I know,” Zayden said, swallowing the painful emotions trying to break out of him again.

      Bryn only turned away, flipping his legs around to watch the woods. He didn’t leave the bench, but he detached himself from them all the same.

      Zayden didn’t know how he was going to hold everyone together, but a hand touched his shoulder. He looked up to see Luykas, who nodded, then sat down with Bryn and wrapped his arms around the smaller male.

      Zayden took a chance to look around the group. Nevyn was talking to Rain and a healer who arrived, who was shaking his head sadly. Alchan was listening as well, standing away but his attention clear.

      Zayden’s heart cracked in two again as he realized there was no one to comfort him from the pain. Mave was on a mission. Mat was hurting.

      And Leshaun was gone.
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      “Emerian, take care of my daughter. Get her home. I don’t care how much she fights you. Protect her with your fucking life, do you understand?”

      The words haunted Emerian while he worked. He found a place to stop and rest with Mave, knowing what he had to do. Those words haunted his every step, his every decision. And now, she was lying in front of him as he tried to remove an arrow from her side. Then he had to get the one out of her back. Those were the most pressing issues. They would kill her eventually if he didn’t get them out, probably from infection.

      He couldn’t do anything about the wing. Already, the bone was trying to knit. A real healer would need to rebreak it, set it, and hope it took. From the angle of the wing, Emerian wasn’t sure Mave could fly well. The tears and holes healed on their own, but the break put her wing at a bad angle.

      “Tell me if it hurts,” he said, swallowing his apprehension. He’d sworn to get her home and keep her alive. He was going to do that.

      She didn’t respond. She was awake, he knew she was, but she didn’t respond. She was eerily quiet, which disturbed him. This was a female who was unafraid to make her opinion known and always had something new to say to him. Months of training with her taught him she would always be there to guide him. She didn’t let him make the same mistakes twice.

      But she didn’t speak now.

      Her father just died to protect her. He died to make sure I could get her home. I…I know how that feels. I was silent for months after my parents were murdered.

      He touched her cheek, pushing her hair off her face.

      “Please tell me if this hurts,” he pleaded again. He reached for the arrow, which he had already cut down, and slowly began to work out what was left. The wound had already started healing, which had stopped the bleeding. He ruined that. It opened up again, and blood began to spill out. She shook in pain underneath him, but he didn’t stop until the entire arrowhead was free.

      He grabbed a waterskin and poured the precious resource over the hole, clearing out debris that had gotten in while they fought and ran for their lives. Once it was cleaned out to his satisfaction, he bandaged her, forcing her to lift her hips, so he could take it all the way around her. It wasn’t easy. She was lying in a dazed state on her stomach as if nothing was happening around her.

      Once done, he nodded at his work.

      “I think I did good for a male with one eye,” he said with no short amount of bitter anger at his own injury. It was unsavable, his eye. The Elvasi had gotten a lucky hit across his face, and it left a scar from his temple to the bridge of his nose. Emerian didn’t want to think about what he had to do once he realized his eye was ruined and a dangerous infection risk. It had been painful and horrifying, but he had done it. He’d packed it with bandages and wrapped his head, hoping it would hold. He would need to keep it clean, but he knew Andinna without eyes. They made it work. He could as well.

      I don’t really have any other options.

      Emerian moved on to the arrow in Mave’s back. He moved slower with that one, knowing it had been the one to take her down. It hadn’t hit her spine, but it was too close for comfort. He felt her body tense and tried to relax her by rubbing her back with one hand before he continued further.

      “Where does it hurt?” he asked softly, leaning down to whisper in her ear. She blinked, and her mouth opened.

      “Left,” she answered. “Down.”

      He wanted to cry. Those were the first words she had spoken since Kian died. His warrior was coming back. He needed her to come back. He didn’t even know how to describe how much he needed it. He’d promised her father he would protect her, but it was hard when she was so lost in her grief she wouldn’t speak.

      By her instruction, he knew it hurt left and down, so he tilted it up and to the right, then pulled slowly. She didn’t tense again or scream. Whatever pain there was, she was strong, handling it without reacting. He’d screamed and cried, losing his eye, but she was taking this as though it was as simple as removing a splinter.

      Once it was gone, he washed and bandaged it just like he had the previous. All of her other injuries were superficial and had healed into scabs or even already scarred. He felt guilt for waiting three days with arrows in her, but he’d been afraid the Elvasi would pursue them.

      “They’re both gone now,” he told her, rubbing her back. “I need to look at the maps and refill the waterskin. There’s a fresh spring near us, which is better than water downstream.”

      He moved to get the chores done quickly, then stopped at midday. It was too dangerous to tend her injuries at night. Once they had fresh water, he grabbed one of their bags of jerky and put two pieces by her nose, hoping she would see it. He didn’t have anything yet for a big meal. He didn’t have a bow to hunt with. He didn’t have much of anything. He’d tried to take four horses because there would have been more supplies, but one had bolted, not that he could blame it. He lost her mare because he had thrown her on Kian’s stallion, which had been the closest. It had been a fast and fortunate decision. They had Kian’s maps. They also had his personal items.

      He looked down at her, worried. She never said anything about his horse.

      Maybe she doesn’t realize it is his horse. Maybe…

      He went into the packs on the horse and found several of Kian’s things he carried in his personal pack. A letter with his name on it, marked from Senri, his wife and Mave’s mother. A letter from Willem and Gentrin, the other males in his family. He carried a small painting, barely the size of Emerian’s palm. It was Senri’s smiling facing, with a signature on the back—Luykas Andini.

      Emerian took that and went back to Mave, who’d made no move to eat yet.

      “Hey,” he whispered. “I found this in the bags. I think he would want you to have it.”

      Mave blinked and pushed herself to sit up as he placed the painting in front of her. She moved away from it slowly and curled up in a ball by the wall of the cavern.

      “I can’t have that,” she explained, her voice not even a whisper.

      “But she’s your mother,” Emerian said, trying to understand.

      Mave only ducked her head, hiding her face in her arms.

      He knew he couldn’t force it. After losing his parents, he lashed out when others tried to make him talk. He’d been a child, but he imagined the pain was the same.

      He put the painting away and grabbed the maps. He needed to find the fastest way to get back. Being alone in the mountains was a bad place to be. He’d only been able to put three days’ worth of distance between him and the Elvasi and had no idea if there would be roaming units, scouts, or any other danger. He used the maps to track the topography of the area. He knew where they had hit and saw landmarks, one he remembered passing on the second day. He could also remember the trip leaving the village. Mave and Kian had impressed on him how important it was to pay attention to his surroundings, and he had wanted to impress her. That seemed to be his entire life now. Impressing her because his future and his idea of his self-worth were tied to her.

      I’m a warrior, and I need to manage this like any of them would. I can’t let them all down. I can’t let her down or Kian. I won’t allow it.

      He mentally made a route he hoped they could take. It was longer in distance, but it didn’t go near Elvasi camps or treacherous terrain. With only two of them, anything could prove deadly. He put the maps away and looked at Mave, who was finally chewing on jerky as she watched him.

      “We should head out and get more distance between us and the Elvasi,” he said, hoping she would agree. “We’ll find another place to camp after dark.”

      “Good thinking,” she said softly, pushing herself to stand. He saw her wince. Everything probably hurt, but she made her way slowly to the horses and pulled herself up. “I’ll try to be more helpful in the future.”

      “You need time to heal. My injuries weren’t bad. I can move around and fly. Just take it easy. Some advice every now and then would be good.” The last thing he wanted was her fighting a body that wanted to fail on her or trying to push it further than it could go.

      He also felt the deep, unsettling sensation she wasn’t the Mave she had been only a week ago. Something in her core was shaken. Her belief in herself, the confidence she always had was gone, and he didn’t know how to get it back or how to lead her back to it.

      She nodded slowly. “I’ll tell you what I can. K-k-k…He managed a lot about this…this part of the mission.”

      He saw the tears flood her eyes and watched her head duck down again as the tears began to fall. Her shoulders shook.

      “Mave?” He went to her side, gently touching her knee.

      “I’ve destroyed…everything,” she whispered. “Senri is never going…forgive me for this.”

      He didn’t know what to say to that. He didn’t know why she felt that way.

      “She loves you,” Emerian reminded her.

      “She won’t after she finds out I left Kian to die. After you made me leave him to die.” Mave looked up, her steel eyes hard, deep, unsettling rage brewing in them. “She won’t after this. I’ll help us get home, but after that, I want you to get away from me.”

      He stepped back, feeling that in his chest. She was furious. She was furious he had listened to Kian and saved her.

      He grabbed everything from around their makeshift camp and packed it back up, then mounted his horse and made sure their last horse was secured to his saddle.

      That’s fine. I’ll get her home, and we’ll fucking deal with it. If she thinks she can scare me away after all of this, she’s out of her mind. Kian made me promise to protect her, and I’m going to do that, even if it means from herself. Even when she doesn’t want me around. I made a fucking promise, and I’m going to see it through until fucking Alchan Andini himself makes me stop.

      They started moving, settling in for the long trip home. He spent a thousand years stubbornly hating his Andinna half and everything that came from it. What he only learned recently was his stubbornness was the Andinna in him. He had spent a thousand years using the part of him he hated to beat down himself and others around him.

      He fully intended to channel that until his dying breath. This time, it would be to stay in the life of someone he had promised to give his life for. If she was an unstoppable force, then he would become an unmovable object.

      Something in him settled into the place it was supposed to be. He was a male Andinna, a warrior, a fighter, a survivor, and his ultimate job, the one above all others, was to protect his female—his warrior, his Champion, his role model. She was everything.

      He would die before he failed Kian’s final request to protect her.
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      The trip seemed to last an eternity. Over the days and weeks, Emerian and Mave kept moving, but she was less than helpful. She couldn’t fly. She could barely think without the pain rushing back.

      So, she spent most of the trip in her hollow dark place alone, watching the world as though it was colorless—lifeless. She refused to feel. She only moved to continue her own survival.

      Then they saw the guard post. She wasn’t good at reading maps. He had taught Emerian on the trip, but she hadn’t participated. At least one of them knew how to get home.

      “We’re here,” Emerian said, his voice deep and rough. He’d changed, that male. Her nemari, not that she wanted him anymore.

      She wanted to be alone, where nothing forced her to feel. His very existence reminded her of why that was.

      Emerian led them up to the post and into the small camp. She did as she was asked, getting off her horse and letting the guards tend it. One of them sent a message back to the village. Emerian tried to explain but ended up just telling the guards the king was needed.

      She found a quiet place to sit down by the fire and stared. It was bright, and she hated it. It was warm, and she hated it. Finally, she got tired of hating it and just left, looking for a place to sit down in the shade where the autumn chill could hit her bones the way she liked it. They had traveled for more than half the season. Winter would be coming, and she just wanted to sit in the cold darkness of her favorite season and remain unfeeling.

      It grew late, and Emerian came to her with a blanket. He knew better than to try to move her. They had this fight already on the road. He dropped the blanket on her without her permission then walked off. She slept there, leaning against a tree, staring into the darkness of the surrounding trees. She was only woken up by footsteps drawing close and saw a face she wasn’t ready to see. He was scared, shocked, concerned. He went to his knees next to her.

      “Are you okay?” he asked softly.

      Mave didn’t have an answer for King Alchan Andini because she refused to feel. Refused to explore what her mental state was.

      “He’s gone,” she told him in an empty voice.

      “You don’t have to tell me anything,” he whispered. “You don’t have to explain. Emerian told us what happened when we arrived. He wouldn’t let anyone come see you until we knew what happened.”

      “I’m sorry, Your Majesty, for failing my mission.” She tried, but his amber eyes filled with pain as she spoke. She tried so hard to continue being strong.

      “Don’t…don’t call me that,” he said. “I’m your brother. You don’t need to be like this with me.”

      “I don’t…” She blinked and accidentally lost some of her control. Tears flooded her eyes. “If I can’t stop now. I need to tell them. I need…” She tried to stand, but it felt like she had been frozen by the cold. Her body didn’t want to move. “I have to tell Senri and…” She lost it there. All of it. She broke down as he grabbed her.

      She sobbed in a way she hadn’t yet allowed herself. She felt it all rush and hit her heart again as she realized she had one last duty.

      She had to tell her mother, she let her father die.

      “You don’t have to tell Senri,” Alchan murmured. “You don’t have to. I’ll do it.”

      As quickly as it started, she forced it to end.

      “Yes, I do,” she growled, pulling away from him, feeling a little feral. She cut off that important emotion limb again and retreated into her unfeeling core. She needed it. She built this place for her to hide from the horrors of her life, to keep moving. When it had become a near tangible thing, she didn’t know, but now it was. At least, it felt that way to her.

      She headed for the guard post, walking to the fire in the center, still hating its warmth and glow, but she knew she needed to be there if she wanted to make the final trek home.

      Looking around, she watched others land, Nevyn and Varon, followed by Luykas. They came running up to her, but Alchan and Emerian headed them off.

      “We need to talk,” Alchan said stiffly.

      Mave only watched. Luykas gave her a hurt look after Alchan stopped him a second time.

      When Bryn, Mat, Zayden, and Rain arrived, they looked at her, then looked at the other group. Mat pointed at Luykas, his eyes on her.

      She nodded, and he tapped the others to make sure they followed him.

      She heard Nevyn’s shocked gasp and his pained look as he turned to see her.

      His best friend is dead. He’ll be right to hate me after this. I need to prepare for that.

      Horses were brought by the guards, ones for emergencies. Emerian went to tend the horses he had saved from the mission. The poor things were tired and would probably be retired from long trips, but they had one more trip to take.

      Mave refused to take the comfort of her husbands when they came to her. They stood around her silently, but she made no move to touch them. She couldn’t yet. Alchan had made her realize just how weak she was, and she couldn’t be that way—not yet.

      They loaded up together, the entire Company, to head back to the village on horseback.

      No, not together.

      “Do Mave and Emerian know about…the other thing yet?” Luykas asked softly. “You got here first.”

      “No, and we’re going to let Mave do something else before we give her that update,” Alchan answered softly. “She wants to talk to Senri and tell her what happened. It’s her right.”

      “Thank you,” she said simply. She didn’t have the space in her yet for any other news.

      “Love, are you sure?” Luykas turned back to her, but she noticed he was the only shocked one. Her other husbands were eerily quiet.

      “Yes.”

      Nevyn rode up beside her. “Good,” he said, nodding respectfully. “We’ll all be behind you.”

      “Thank you.” She didn’t know what else to say anymore. She couldn’t find the words to express anything.

      “He loved you. You were a great daughter to him. Ki—”

      “Don’t,” she snapped. “Don’t…don’t say his name. Please.”

      Nevyn inclined his head and rode in silence.

      The trip was long, but Mave was steady. They didn’t stop in the village, riding around it to head directly for Senri’s home. When they arrived, everyone dismounted.

      Mave walked up to the door alone, taking one slow breath to prepare herself before she knocked. She normally entered without knocking, but not today, probably never again.

      Senri and Willem raced to get the door, and it was Senri who immediately realized what was happening. Willem paled, but Senri began to shake.

      “Senri Amori,” Mave started, finding her voice, “I…” Words failed her, but she kept trying. This was the last thing. She had to do this. “I have to tell you…”

      Senri just waited, her eyes wide, her hands shaking. She reached out, and Mave could feel how those shakes threatened to topple this powerful woman she called her mother. They touched Mave’s cheeks, wiping away something as tears started to fall on her own cheeks.

      “He…Kian is…”

      Senri began to sob, and her legs gave out. She didn’t let go of Mave, her hands falling to Mave’s armor and pulling as they grabbed on.

      “Senri!” Willem said sharply, grabbing her before her knees slammed into the stone floor. “Gentrin! We need you!”

      Gentrin was there in the blink of an eye, barely dressed, as though they had interrupted him getting ready for bed.

      “Kian?” Gentrin asked, looking at Mave, then seeing the Company behind her. “Oh, Skies. Okay.” He swayed, but he was able to help Willem with Senri. It took a moment to get Senri to let go of Mave and get her to put an arm around his shoulder. “I’ve got her. I’ve got her.” He led her away.

      Willem reached out slowly for Mave, but she took a step back, watching the pain lance the poor male to the heart.

      “Come in,” he pleaded. “Come in. I know Gentrin and I aren’t…him, but…you should grieve with family if you want it. You’re our daughter, and I know Senri would want you…”

      “I let him die. Do you really think I deserve to be in there?” she asked, the shame and guilt hitting her. “Do you?”

      “Mave—” He tried, but she didn’t listen.

      She turned to leave. When someone in the Company tried to grab her, she shoved them off.

      “Don’t!” she roared. “I could have stopped this! A fucking ambush and I wasn’t good enough to stop this, and I should have been!” She snarled as someone else tried to grab her wrist. “Don’t touch me!”

      “How? How could you have possibly been good enough?” Nevyn demanded, grabbing her anyway. “Mave, this stuff happens, and it’s hard, but it’s the risk—”

      “I was fucking trained by Kristanya! I should have been good enough to save him!” She kicked his legs out from underneath him and sent him into the snow. She didn’t see his expression, turning away after she threw him down.

      “What?” someone said in a small voice.

      “I dreamed of Kristanya, and she trained me to be the best,” Mave whispered, admitting her secret to all of them. “I was the best because she visited me in my dreams, and we sparred. I…I thought it meant something. I thought she was making me good enough that I wouldn’t lose. Couldn’t lose.” Mave chuckled bitterly then spit on the ground. “But she hasn’t visited me since. Why would she? I failed, and I’m not worthy of her training anymore. My father is dead because I wasn’t good enough.”

      “Mave, this wasn’t your fault,” Alchan said strongly. She turned on him, snarling, but he didn’t react. “Leshaun was assassinated while you were gone. We think there’s a spy in the camp, and no one is safe. Do you remember anything from your mission that would help us? It was an ambush, yes?”

      “They prepared,” Mave whispered, realizing Alchan was giving her the missing piece of the puzzle. “They had time. They knew the mountain we would strike. They got soldiers behind us and were waiting at the objective. They…aimed for our wings.”

      “So, someone told them you were coming,” Alchan whispered, nodding as he looked at Luykas. “None of our missions are safe any longer until we find out who this is.”

      “Agreed.” Luykas didn’t look at his brother, though. He only had eyes for her. Most of them did. She just dropped a bomb on them, and it was honestly amazing none of them were threatening to lock her up. They also weren’t willing to ask her for more information.

      “I’m going for a walk,” she decided, turning away.

      “You just got back! You need to rest,” Zayden snapped.

      “I’ll rest when I’m dead.”

      “Mave, I need my Champion at her full strength,” Alchan said, concern still there.

      “I…” She turned back to him, her heart still dust. Her confidence was destroyed. “I can’t be your Champion anymore.”

      “Excuse me?” Alchan looked like a wounded animal.

      She shook her head. “I need…time. Just give me a little time,” she pleaded, turning her back on them again.

      She walked into the woods, heading for the edge of the valley where no one lived. She couldn’t be near any of them.

      I should have been enough. He shouldn’t be dead. What’s the fucking point if the people I love are going to die anyway, Kristanya? You stole Kian and Leshaun from us, goddess of Death. Is this why you won’t visit me any longer? Is this why you’ve ignored me for weeks? You, who bothered me even when I didn’t ask for you, suddenly don’t care to speak to me and answer for this?

      She found a place to sit as her body threatened to give out, a stump solid enough to sit on.

      She needed peace, and she reached for the one way she got it on most days. She needed cold and emotionless. She hated this feeling.

      She pulled the flute up to her lips, chasing the peacefulness it always offered her and began to play. Someone walked behind her, and Emerian showed up, standing silently. He kept watch, but she could see his face. It wasn’t as perfectly pretty as it once was. The scar and the missing eye were no longer covered by bandages as he had kept them on the road home.

      She tried to ignore him and succeeded, putting him to the back of her mind, not ready to deal with him yet. If he wanted to continue this weird shadowing he was doing, he could. She didn’t have to confront the particular problem he presented yet.

      She kept playing until she cracked one last time. The pretty flute didn’t bring her peace. It reminded her of the male and the family who had made it for her. A family she allowed to be broken. As she played, she began to miss notes and finally pressed it to her chest.

      She sobbed until she couldn’t breathe. She cried until she was spent, and her face felt raw. She slipped off the stump and curled into a ball, sobbing until her throat felt as if it was on fire.

      Her last memory before her body and grief won was Emerian picking her up off the forest floor and walking with her in his arms.
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        * * *

      

      Mave dreamed, but she didn’t start in the silent forest. She stood in the clearing, staring at Kristanya.

      “You yelled for me so loudly, I couldn’t ignore it,” the goddess said softly.

      “Why?” She needed answers.

      “I don’t choose who lives or dies, little girl. You can’t pin the blame of this on me,” Kristanya said, her voice as emotionless as Mave’s own. “I only make sure death is something that exists, and no one tries to cheat it. No one has a ‘right time’ when they are meant to go. I judge souls when it’s over.”

      “What was the point of everything if I’m just going to lose?” Mave demanded. “Lose my father, lose my family? Lose the…” Mave gasped.

      “Lose the war?” Kristanya inquired. “I am not infallible or all-powerful. I can’t go and kill the Elvasi Empress for you. I was hoping I could train you to be good enough to do it…but that doesn’t stop it, does it? Every time you failed, every time others failed, a path closed. With every casualty, the Andinna drifted further away from those paths that would lead to victory. It’s too late to kill the Empress and end this war without a major conflict.”

      “Do you think we’re going to lose?” Mave asked. “Truly?”

      Kristanya frowned. “Don’t you? Even if the Andinna win against her army, there won’t be enough of them to sustain the people. It’ll be a slow death, but I can feel it. Death is coming, and there are no paths that I can see.” She turned away from Mave. “I must get back to my duties. My sister tends to the living, and I should have left her to this and never involved myself. I tend to the dead, and soon, there will be many.”
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      She woke up in a room that seemed like her bedroom but wasn’t it. Opening her eyes, she was only confronted by the sight of her blankets and furs, all given to her by her husbands, but the room still seemed off.

      “Where am I?” she asked, knowing others were in the room, out of sight. None of them were cuddled with her, and she was almost grateful. She wasn’t sure how she would have reacted in a space with bodies next to her.

      “Our new home,” Luykas explained, coming close enough she could feel his body heat. “We had to move because…It was unreasonable to live where we were.”

      “Why?” she demanded to know.

      “Leshaun died at our dining table.”

      Mave closed her eyes again. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I wasn’t here—”

      “There is nothing you could have done. None of us could do anything. Do not take that blame on yourself,” Mat growled from across the room. She sat up to look at him. “You only need to worry about getting that wing fixed. You only need to grieve. There’s nothing we could have done. He practically died in my arms, and I don’t want you beating yourself up anymore.”

      “Okay,” she whispered. “Was there a…a funeral?”

      “Yes, and I saved some of his ashes from being spread, so you could do it,” Mat answered, his tone turning softer.

      He came closer, crawling across the room to take her other side, cocooning her between him and Luykas. Luykas was rubbing her back silently, just giving her the comfort she had rejected when she made it home. She was okay with taking it now because her duty to the family was done, and her heart was sore from the tears.

      “Where are Bryn and Zayden?” she asked.

      “Probably making midday meal.” Luykas wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her down, forcing her to take the cuddles they offered. “You’ve been asleep for two days, so we’ve been taking shifts. Everyone checks in with us. Seanev, Nevyn, Varon, Dave, Trevan, even Senri made a visit, demanding to see you, but when she came in here, she broke down in tears again and had to be walked back out. You hurt her when you didn’t go into their home to grieve. She loves you, and she wanted her daughter.”

      “I didn’t think…” Mave sighed. “He…”

      “We know what Kian did,” Mat whispered, kissing her forehead. “Emerian told us everything, including how you told him he should never see you again.”

      “Does that mean I won’t?” Mave said, going deadpan.

      “No, it means he has moved into our spare room because he takes his promise to Kian more seriously than he takes your threats.” She could hear Luykas smiling.

      “He moved in?” she growled. “He—”

      “Saved your life at the behest of your father,” Mat snapped. “And I would have done exactly what he did, and I had known Kian for over a thousand years. Luykas?”

      “Yes.”

      She pulled out from between them, got dressed without their help, then left the room. She found Bryn and Zayden, where her other males said they would be.

      “Would you have done it?” she demanded. “Would either of you have left Kian to die if he asked you to save me?”

      “Yes, without question,” Bryn said first, his face blank.

      She turned to Zayden, glaring. She knew she would get a fight out of him, and she wanted a fight over this. She needed a fight over this with a male she trusted because she couldn’t go after Emerian. She’d obliterate him and had resisted that urge for weeks.

      “Don’t ask stupid questions,” Zayden growled. “You know I would.”

      “Why?” she snarled. “How could you say—”

      “Because you’re you, and a male’s duty is to his female. Not just his wife, but his daughter and his sister. His mother. His mentor. It doesn’t fucking matter what role she plays in his life, he lays down his life for her. She is the center. She is the core, and we are the shields. We die for her, and if we can’t do that, we die beside her, but there will never be a day when we let you die for us, Mave. Never. Not if we have any say in the matter.” He stepped up to her, his chest puffing out. “I will miss Kian, but don’t think anyone blames you. You might blame yourself. You might blame Emerian. Skies, you probably blame Kian, but the only ones at fault here are the Elvasi. Finally, I’m not fucking putting up with this. He died for the best reasons, and you will not make it seem anything less than that. He is a fucking hero to me, and so is Emerian, so don’t you come in here and tell me we’re insane for thinking they did the right thing!”

      His words were like a sword, cutting her open in a fatal blow.

      She would find no allies here. She went to find her boots and tugged them on. When someone came after her as she tried to get out the door, Zayden interrupted.

      “Stop!” he snapped.

      “But—” It was Bryn, sounding heartbroken.

      “She’s grieving, and this isn’t an easy thing for someone like her to learn.”

      They let her leave. She knew she was in a new place, so she made sure she wasn’t going to crash to the ground. She quickly realized the short fall wouldn’t kill her. She was close enough to the ground to still have stairs.

      And she was Alchan’s neighbor now. He was sitting on his porch to her left, but he wasn’t so close he heard her.

      “Alchan!” she yelled. “I need to speak to you!”

      He looked up, his eyes going wide. She made her way to the ground and walked to him. When they met in the clearing, she poked his chest.

      “Would you have done it? What Kian did?”

      “I’m not the right male to ask,” he said, frowning. “Why?”

      “Because…” She lost her energy right there. He reached out and grabbed her horn, tugging it.

      “Sister, I’m not the right male to ask because I need to have an heir first. If I had an heir?” He went silent for a moment, and she looked up into his eyes, wondering what the verdict would be. “Yes. Yes, I would have done it, and I know that’s not what you want to hear—”

      “I’m supposed to die for them,” she said weakly, blinking back tears. “Why don’t they understand that?”

      “It’s not them who doesn’t understand,” Alchan whispered, releasing her horn to brush her cheek. “And I’m sorry. I don’t know a single female who is comfortable with it, not truly. No one wants to confront the idea of their loved ones dying for them. I’m sorry this happened, and I will miss Kian with everything in me, but he made the right call. He made the only call he could.”

      “It’s not fair,” she pleaded. “You’re the king. Change it.”

      “No,” he said gently. “You need to come to terms with it. I’m sorry, but there’s a reason these things are the way they are, especially concerning this.”

      She tried to fight the tears again and found herself wrapped in his arms. He held on tight as she cried in frustration.

      “I’m supposed to die for you,” she growled, hitting his chest.

      “No, you’re supposed to win for me,” he retorted. “And aside from this one case, where we have obviously been betrayed, you do.”

      She sobbed hard, grabbing onto his armor to hold herself. He kept his arms around her until she was spent again.

      When it was done, she pulled away.

      “I need to stop doing that,” she mumbled.

      “You’re allowed to do it as much as you need or want,” Alchan whispered, pushing her hair off her wet face. “Mave, you said something before you went into the woods…”

      “I dream of Kristanya? Yeah,” she confirmed with a snort. “Fucking bitch, that one.”

      “So, it’s real?” he frowned. “Why don’t we sit down?”

      “Sure.” She shrugged. “Not sure why it matters. She’s the reason Nevyn is so frustrated with me. She’s the secret. I told K…I told Kian about it when we started the mission. It just finally felt like the right time.” She closed her eyes as he led her to the seats in front of his home, now permanent fixtures for anyone hanging out around his place.

      “He knew? That…Well, it doesn’t matter anymore.” Alchan held her hand, an odd thing between them. It was comforting, but unlike her husbands, there was nothing else to it. It wasn’t a connection to a male she knew belonged to her. It was exactly Alchan—brother, but also a ruler—keeping some form of contact with a member of his people who needed him.

      Since they were talking of Kristanya, Mave thought of her last encounter with the goddess and remembered every single detail.

      “Alchan.”

      “Yes?”

      “Are we going to lose?”

      He sighed, letting go of her and leaning over to hold his face out of her sight.

      “Yes,” he said, muffled by his hands. When he sat back up, she saw the desperation on his face. “If we can’t find the spy, without a doubt. Whoever it is will destroy us from within. With every botched mission and campaign, we lose more Andinna we can never get back. With every assassination, we’ll lose someone too important to lose and impossible to replace. I wouldn’t even give us a year if we can’t find out who is selling us out, which is…exactly what Shadra has been planning this entire summer. Knowing there’s a spy explains fucking all of it.”

      “And if we find the spy?” She needed to know there was something. Kristanya couldn’t see a path, but Mave had to find one. For Kian, for what he did for her. If there was no one to change it, she had to change the path, so none of her males or family died for her or anyone else.

      “I don’t know,” he answered honestly. When he looked at her, she saw the burden of knowledge he shared with no one. “We don’t have the numbers or the power to win in an all-out assault, and I was hoping we could avoid one, but with her resources and the strength of the army in sheer numbers…we can’t avoid one. She’ll punch into the mountains and begin marching to us next year or the year after. It was a fool’s dream to think we could keep this up in the long term. We have to hope her own nation will starve her out, but if she’s winning…”

      “They won’t force her to stop for us,” Mave finished, realizing the dark path that loomed in front of them. All roads led to Kristanya and her final judgment of them. “They’ll let her win, and that’s it.”

      “That’s it,” he agreed. “But…we can keep trying. If it hits the point of desperation, I’ve got secret plans to get our people out of Anden again.”

      “Back to Olost?” Mave frowned. “Wouldn’t she chase those who are left?”

      “She would chase, but they wouldn’t go to Olost this time. There are other places in the world, ones so far away, the Empire doesn’t even consider conquering them. It’s an idea. A hope in case all is lost.”

      “Would it be enough to save our people from extinction?”

      “No,” Alchan admitted, “but it’s a shot for them to start something new somewhere else. Just a long shot.”

      “What if we…” She didn’t finish that thought. Mave couldn’t bring herself to give up and leave, letting Shadra win this without a fight.

      “I have the same problem. I can’t bring myself to consider retreating. I’ve decided I’m going to die here if it comes to it.”

      “I’ll die with you, then,” she decided, nodding. “I’d try to save my husbands, but we both know that’s a foolish endeavor, so you’ll get all of them as well.”

      “Does this mean you’re my Champion again?” Alchan asked, plainly showing what he hoped would be the answer.

      “No,” she answered, shaking her head. “I…” She felt like a failure. No matter how much everyone said it wasn’t her fault, and she understood that logically, she couldn’t overcome the feelings that wove their way around her heart and squeezed—failure. It wasn’t just the one mission. It was everything. It was Emerian, who she got hurt. It was Leshaun, who she never got to say goodbye to. It was the entire war.

      “Why?” he asked, pleading. “I need an answer, Mave. We’ve been in this together since…I guess since the beginning.”

      “That’s why,” she said, trying to put some power into it. “I’m a sword, but I’m only one sword, and I’m…not enough. We started this, and we’re losing it, Alchan. Maybe if I were more like Luykas or Nevyn or Seanev, I would be better, but I’m just a sword, and what’s the fucking point? I can’t find a spy. I can’t lead a thousand warriors into battle…I’m dominant because I refuse to be anything else, not because I’m in any shape to lead. I’m…useless. The title should go to someone who is worthy of it, and I’m…” She closed her eyes. “I’m not worthy of it, Alchan. I was arrogant, thinking I alone could be the best warrior, and that would somehow be everything we needed.”

      His best warrior was also the greatest fool.

      “Mave, the title—”

      “I couldn’t even save my father,” she whispered. “What good am I if I can’t even save my own father? How am I ever going to save you when the time comes? Or Luykas? What’s the point if I can’t even do that?”

      Alchan just stared at her, obviously shocked at her reasoning and decision. The silence continued for a long time until it was finally interrupted by the appearance of Nevyn and Varon, landing in the clearing.

      “So, you are awake,” Nevyn said with a small smile. “We just checked your home, but they said you were gone.”

      “We couldn’t see you under the trees,” Varon signed, then hit himself in the forehead.

      “What are you two talking about?” the general asked, looking between them. Behind the two lovers, Mave saw Luykas walk by, entering Alchan’s home with a bottle. She didn’t call out for him, figuring he was probably working on something.

      “The impending doom of our people,” Alchan answered. “You know, we’ve had this conversation a couple of times since Leshaun died.” Mave was glad he didn’t mention any of the rest.

      Nevyn’s bemused expression died, and the sigh he gave was long-suffering. “Yeah. That. Guess Mave needed that update.”

      Mave narrowed her eyes at him. Maybe this male would give her the answer she wanted, and she didn’t want to keep talking about the very real possibility they would lose this war.

      “Would you save a female if Kian asked you to? If it meant he would die?”

      Nevyn’s eyes narrowed as well. “Yes. Don’t…How many males have you asked that already?”

      “All of her husbands and me.” Alchan sounded annoyed. “She’s hoping someone will agree with her. I didn’t think she would be bold enough to ask you. I’m sorry.”

      Mave didn’t like how Alchan felt the need to apologize. In fact, she felt like she was about to get another lashing.

      “Kian fucking loved you, and I loved Kian. I needed him like I needed one of my damn arms. Did you know that he and I were each other’s first lovers? It was stupid kid shit, but he and I ended up with a friendship I would kill for. That I would die for.” He was growling at the end of that, walking closer to her. “So, if he asked me to save his daughter and let him die, I would tell him I loved him, then I would do everything in my power to get her home to her fucking mother. And I’d beat the shit out of that kid if she tried to disrespect his memory because he was an amazing male who deserves nothing more than her utmost respect and love.”

      Mave sank.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You fucking better be,” the warrior snarled. “Because I’m going to be the last male you ask, is that fucking clear?”

      “Yes.”

      “I…” Nevyn stopped, looking as if he remembered something important. “Fuck me. I’m sorry. You had to hear him die. You bonded with him during the adoption, which means you probably felt it a little.”

      She winced, remembering that sensation. If that was from the invisible bond of the formal adoption, she didn’t want to imagine the pain it would be like to lose a fully bonded male. It had been terrible.

      Varon stepped in front of his husband and began to sign out of sight.

      “That’s right…” Nevyn whispered. “You’re right, love. I should have remembered.”

      “Remembered what?” Mave asked.

      “You watched your mother die, too. You saw Kelsiana die,” he answered, his expression softening.

      Mave looked away. “Yeah. It’s the only memory I really have of her.”

      “Well, you have more with Kian,” Nevyn said gently, sitting on her free side. “Varon and I will tell you more stories, and so will Senri, and Willem, and Gentrin. And you’ll…you’ll help us tell the baby stories when the child is born. You forgot Kelsiana, and that’s okay because you were young. We’ve been telling you stories of her, and you’ll pass that forward. And you won’t forget him. Promise.”

      She leaned on him. “Sorry for the stupid question.”

      His weight leaned into her as well. “Sorry for the angry response.”

      She shrugged, an awkward maneuver in her position.

      “What did you need me for?” she asked, staring off into space.

      “We wanted to check up on you. Varon wrote you something because he didn’t want to make you watch him sign for half the day.”

      Varon snapped his fingers as if he just remembered, then produced a bundle of folded parchments, holding them out to her.

      “Is this anything to do with Kristanya?” Mave asked, looking up.

      Varon nodded then began to sign.

      “And Kian. Everything I felt the need to say to you. Feel free to find me and ask questions.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered, tucking the parchment into her top. “Thank you for thinking of me. I really appreciate it, and…I am…so sorry about Kian. I know you were both friends with him for so long, and…” She blinked at tears again.

      “You have nothing to apologize for. The Elvasi do, and we’ll wring it out from their cold dead bodies,” Nevyn whispered, deathly serious. “Now, Varon and I need to talk to Alchan. Privately.”

      “About?” Alchan perked back up.

      “That whole ‘extinction of the Andinna’ thing. Varon and I had an idea, but I want it to stay between the three of us for a moment until we’ve discussed it.” Nevyn stood back up and pointed at Mave. “You need to go see your mother. She needs you, and you need her. Now. And when they’re done with you, tomorrow, you’ll go see a healer about that wing. It’s not fit to fly, but it can be if it’s rebroken and taken care of.”

      “I can’t yet,” she said, trying to keep her face blank.

      “You can and you will,” Nevyn snapped. “I don’t understand—”

      “I won’t go see them until I let them know his death was worth it,” Mave growled. “And if we’re going to lose this war, then his death wasn’t worth it. Do you understand that?”

      Nevyn shoved his hands into his pockets, frowning. Varon touched his shoulder and nodded.

      “Fine,” the warrior grumbled. “Go see the healer and get that wing looked at. Today. The sooner it’s handled, the sooner you can get back into the sky. That must be killing you.”

      She hadn’t given it much thought. Her broken wing was a natural consequence of her failure.

      “I’ll deal with it,” she promised, standing. “Have a good meeting.”

      She left them, walking to the healer’s hut in the village. There were always at least two healers on duty in a rotating shift. Sometimes, they worked multiple days in a row, especially when healers went on campaign. It was worse now because only one of the healers with Seanev had come back.

      Walking in, she heard the soft gasps and surprise she sent through the room of sick and injured.

      “Greetings, Champion,” a healer greeted with a smile. “We’ve been briefed on your injuries and asked to expect you.”

      “Ah, of course,” she muttered, trying not to be annoyed. Either Alchan did it or one of her husbands. “Where would you like me?”

      “Come. We have a backroom for procedures like this.” He very gently touched Mave’s elbow before grabbing it as if testing the waters. Mave allowed it, knowing healers would be a little handsy. They had to be for their job, and she came to them. It wasn’t as if they were showing up in her house to treat her.

      He locked them in after calling the second healer to follow them. With three of them in the room, Mave felt it was too small, but there was enough space for all of them. She was just nervous.

      “Have a seat, and we’ll evaluate the break,” the first healer said, patting a padded wooden table. She did as he asked, then tried to open the wing for him to see.

      His hands were soft and gentle when they touched the break. Mave had some phantom pain, but because the bone healed, she didn’t know why it was still hurting.

      “Do you know why it would hurt?” she asked. “It healed…almost in the right spot.”

      “It healed like a ball,” the healer explained, making a fist. “And that’s putting tension on everything around it. When we rebreak it, we need to get rid of as much of the inconsistencies as we can. The closer we can get it to its proper size and shape, the better it will heal.”

      “You will always feel some pain in the area,” the second healer said, his voice male and much deeper than the first. It didn’t have gentleness. It held truth. “The cold will bother it. The heat will bother it. Flying too much or too far will bother it. It won’t fail on you, but it’ll become an old injury, you’ve heard many warriors talk about. The sort of thing that bothers you at home but doesn’t really hinder your life.”

      “You can do this?” the first healer asked. “You’ve done more of them than I have, so…”

      “Yeah, just knock her out when she’s ready, and I’ll do the big work.”

      Mave took a deep breath. “I’m ready.”

      “Whoa,” the bigger male said with a chuckle. “We need to go over aftercare and need at least two Andinna willing to carry you home since you won’t be waking up until tomorrow. I noticed you came in alone, so I sent two guards to your home to see if any of your husbands are home.”

      “They should be,” Mave said, sighing. “Sorry. I’m just ready to move on from this. What’s the aftercare?”

      “Your wing will be bound to restrict movement. No opening or closing it for two weeks. Take everything slow after that, and check in with us before you try to fly, so we can evaluate the break.”

      “Yeah, I know how all of it works. I’ll keep the wing bound until you think it’s time to take it off,” she promised. There was a small knock at the door. “And I won’t fly until you give me permission.”

      “Who is it?” the big male asked.

      “Zayden. I’ve got Matesh and Brynec with me. We’re looking for Mave.”

      “She’s in here. We’re going to put her out, and you’ll need to carry her home afterward.”

      “All right,” Zayden called back. “We’ll wait outside.”

      “Thank you.” He turned to her. “This is it.”

      Mave didn’t have the fight in her to argue or try to speed up the timeline.

      What’s the point in flying if we’re all going to die in the next year?

      “We ready?” The smaller healer reached out.

      She nodded and let him send her into the darkness.
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      Luykas sat in Alchan’s living room, trying not to think about seeing his wife and brother outside. They were close, those two, and in ways he couldn’t really fathom anymore, but it was a good thing. If she couldn’t bring herself to deal with her husbands, Alchan would force her to listen to reason. Luykas was a husband. A dominant husband, but a husband, nonetheless. He was one of four and loved being a member of the family, but it made him less special in its own way. Alchan was the only leader Mave had ever accepted as one she would follow. That made him unique.

      It stung a little. He’d remind her later no male really liked seeing his wife run into someone else’s arms, and she would tease him a little and promise to be more considerate of his fragile male pride. And she would keep that promise.

      She always kept her promises.

      She had come home, after all.

      Luykas was enjoying his first drink of spiced rum when Alchan walked in from the cold late autumn day.

      “That was tested, right?” Alchan demanded, pointing at the glass.

      “By the best, who I live with,” Luykas confirmed, smiling. “How is she?”

      “Bleeding out, but nothing fatal,” Alchan whispered, getting a glass from the kitchen. “She asked me the stupid question. I’m sure I don’t need to clarify which one.”

      “Nope.” As he said that, Nevyn and Varon walked in, both surprised to see him. “Hey,” he greeted, lifting his glass.

      “Alchan, we wanted to speak to you privately,” Nevyn said carefully.

      “Whatever you can say to me, you can say in front of my brother,” Alchan countered. “You know that. And if it’s anything to do with the war, it’s even more important he hears at the same time as I do. He can start thinking on it as well.”

      “Alchan, this is…sensitive,” Nevyn whispered the last word, looking uncomfortable.

      “How sensitive could it be? Leshaun was murdered in front of us. Kian didn’t make it home. We’re beyond secrets, Nevyn, and I don’t keep any from Luykas.”

      Not true. I’ve seen the way you look at Lady Lilliana, and we haven’t touched that with a ten-foot pole yet.

      Nevyn looked at Varon, seeking permission. Varon looked between Luykas and Alchan, then nodded.

      “We think you need to claim the power of the throne,” Nevyn said boldly, lifting his chin.

      Luykas dropped his glass, letting it shatter against the stone floor. Glass went everywhere, but no one made any indication they heard it happen.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Alchan said simply, but there was no missing the warning.

      “He does,” Nevyn retorted, pointing at Luykas, who stood slowly at the gesture.

      “You heard your king. He doesn’t know what you’re talking about,” Luykas said, projecting his willingness to fight over this.

      “If there was such a power tied to the throne, how do you know about it? How do you know I don’t already have it?” Alchan asked, crossing his arms as he glared at the lovers.

      “That’s where this story gets a little interesting, and why we wanted to speak to you alone. Obviously, our thoughts were wrong. Luykas does know, so he’s fine to speak to as well. We didn’t think he would, being a mutt who could never sit on the throne or produce heirs,” Nevyn said with a smirk. “See, Varon and I know many secrets. We would know you don’t have the power because we understand what an Avatar is, and we know you are not one.”

      Luykas looked at his brother, his jaw-dropping. A thousand questions ran through his mind as he stared at Alchan’s equally shocked face.

      How did this get out? Who else knows? I didn’t tell them, did you? Brother, we can’t ignore this. How do they know?

      It was Alchan who came to his senses first.

      “We are going to sit down, and you will tell me what you think you know and how you know it,” he said softly, pointing to the seats in his main room. “Now.”

      Everyone moved quickly. Luykas fell back into his seat, his heart pounding hard enough to worry him. Nevyn and Varon found seats beside each other, their tails curling together as they settled in. Alchan went to get something from the kitchen, then came back, holding a broom out to Luykas.

      “Get this off the floor,” he ordered, pointing down to the broken glass.

      Luykas went to work, everyone silent as he cleaned up the mess, then found his seat again and waited.

      “Maybe we should go back to the beginning, love,” Nevyn said as Alchan pointedly glared at them.

      Varon nodded, silent and unconcerned. It was unnerving how at ease Varon seemed, especially since Nevyn didn’t seem the same. He was hiding his fear under humor like Nevyn always did. He hid everything behind a layer of humor.

      “Well, everyone knows how Varon and I got together. We met in a temple of Amonora, things went down, and Varon made a…sacrifice that nearly cost him his life. It put him in a short coma, and when he woke up, he was different. Instead of being blind, he was a mute. Amonora can’t create something out of nothing, so she had to make it an exchange. His eyes for his voice. For the beauty lost when he became mute, he gained eyes better than any eagle. He’ll never miss a shot, and he can see things none of us will ever be able to. But…” Nevyn looked at Varon, stopping as if he was unsure. “You…you would tell this better than me, love. It’s yours to tell.”

      Varon nodded slowly and reached out, touching his husband’s cheek for a moment before pulling away and closing his eyes.

      Nevyn’s face went blank, and his eyes glazed over.

      “Nevyn can still hear, but…this is much faster,” Nevyn’s mouth said, but the inflection was wrong. The speed and cadence were different.

      “How?” Luykas asked, sputtering.

      “When someone has been bonded to an Avatar for three thousand years, the bond changes,” Varon answered as if it seemed obvious. “I’m considerably more powerful than the typical Andinna, so it was not a normal blood bond to begin with.”

      Luykas nearly fell out of his seat. He leaned back, trying to breathe as he looked at the priest in a new light, trying to make sense of what he just heard.

      “You are the Avatar of Amonora,” Alchan whispered. “Why…How…”

      “I kept it a secret from everyone except Nevyn, my priesthood, and…your grandmother,” Varon explained. “My priesthood kept the secret for the most part, but someone here in Anden told one lonely female. I know where she is, and I know she won’t tell anyone. As for how? Nevyn was getting to that point. Amonora…she’s considered a bit of a wild child compared to her sisters and for good reason. Only she would pick a broken male to give the gift of power to. She didn’t think the trade was fair and thought I would do well representing her, so she made me her Avatar that night.”

      “How does that explain you knowing about the royal family?” Luykas asked, frowning.

      “Like calls to like,” Alchan answered. “An Avatar will always recognize another Avatar. You saw my grandmother and knew immediately what she was.”

      “And she knew what I was. Because of Nevyn and my situation, she told both of us the whole truth, and we told her the whole truth about our relationship and how we came together.”

      “So, she told you everything?” Alchan snorted. “Then you would have never thought to ask me—”

      “For a thousand years, I have watched you struggle and fight. You have become the best king I could have ever hoped for and more. You have brought us, all the Andinna, from the brink of total annihilation, and given us something new in Olost. You have also tried your best to win us the freedom and peace we deserve. But we are losing, Alchan. The path we are on leads us to the end.”

      “And it’s the only path,” Alchan snapped. “Because if you knew everything, you would know that no male has ever claimed the power of the throne. It’s not our right. A king has died for that greed once before, and I will not go and die to Lariana and her fury when I have people to rule!” Alchan stood and glared down.

      Luykas saw a king projecting his power, a male who was being asked to do something that went against everything he knew and believed in.

      “My job as a king is to produce a female heir. I should have done it ages ago, I know that, but I also wouldn’t become a monster to do it, and I had no choices outside of that. My job is to hold the throne until a female heir of the royal bloodline is of age to claim it. To sit on the throne is to sit in the Hall of Queens and be judged by the goddess Lariana herself. No male has ever proven worthy because we can’t be. The females of my family are made in her image. I am not, and I will not pretend to be. I can only do my best.”

      “I’m sending Mave to the Mountain,” Varon said softly, looking up and directly at Alchan’s eyes.

      “No,” Alchan hissed. “You will not get her involved in whatever scheme you’re cooking up, Avatar Varon. Just a fucking priest. I can’t fucking believe you. A thousand years of secrets and lies.”

      “Those secrets and lies convinced you to follow your heart,” Varon snapped. He stood, but he didn’t go far from Nevyn, their tails still joined. Luykas had forgotten it was Nevyn talking because it didn’t sound like him. “I saw the bond between you and Rain before you even knew it was there! I saw the bond Luykas had to Shadra before either of you decided to bring it up. I’ve been keeping your secrets for far longer than you can imagine. Schemes? No. Plans. Why? Because I love my people. I love them enough to ask you to do something that has never been done. And before you ask where my love for you is, it is this. I love you enough, Alchan, I waited until the last possible moment to ask this of you. The last possible moment. The power of the throne, becoming the Avatar of Lariana, could help us win this war more than anything else. It could give us a real chance, my friend. I would never ask you to do something like this if it wasn’t what I truly thought was best, but we are running out of time.”

      “You saw?” Luykas sputtered, still trying to understand the first half of that speech. He remembered Varon’s words that day, the strange day when his secret maternal connection had come out.

      I see your bond to the Andinna and to your brother is deeper than your bond to the Elvasi and your mother.

      “You saw,” he said strongly, knowing now what those enigmatic words meant. “I remember something about how I thought you saw too much sometimes.”

      “As the Avatar of Amonora, I can see real representations of the bonds between people. I can see ones that should maybe be strengthened and ones that have rotted and are unsalvageable, even though they refuse to fully break. That’s one you and your mother share. It’s rotten to the core, abused, but since it’s a blood relation, it won’t ever fully break. I see you love Mave, and…you deeply care for her other husbands. I see the bond between you and Alchan is unbreakable. I quite literally see too much sometimes. Much more than people would like me to.”

      Luykas ran a hand over his face. He’d never known, never even begun to suspect.

      “I might have missed this in my education over the years, but what is the problem with sending Mave to the Mountain?” Luykas asked softly, wondering why his brother was so quiet. “Other than the fact that we need her here.”

      “He doesn’t want her to go pray at it,” Alchan snarled. “He wants her to climb it, but I’m still trying to reason out why.”

      Luykas’ stomach twisted, and he got up to get a drink, hoping to settle it. He didn’t like that. Oh, no, his wife was not going to climb that fucking thing. He would die before he let her get on a horse to go in that general direction.

      “Simple. She and Kristanya have some sort of connection. It’s been around longer than we’ve known about her, probably longer than they have known about it. I think she needs to…confront it. It could be…life-changing for everyone.”

      “You know she could die,” Alchan said, his hot temper fully ignited now. “You know it!”

      “Yes. I also know you could die. I also knew I could die the night I offered my very soul to my goddess in exchange for the chance to love Nevyn for a little while longer and to be with him. Every time a new queen sits on the throne, there is a chance she will be found unworthy, and she will die. This is the risk we take. We are Andinna, a warrior people who don’t fear death. We laugh at it and see how long we can out-fly it. Don’t yell at me about the risks, Alchan. I know them!”

      Luykas had never heard or seen Varon get really angry before, but he was certainly heated in this conversation.

      “Get out of my house,” Alchan snarled.

      “Alchan—” Varon tried, but Luykas knew this battle was lost.

      “GET OUT OF MY HOUSE!” the king roared.

      Varon stiffened. It was as though a rush of power went through the room, and Nevyn groaned, leaning over. Varon helped him stand with the gentleness they all knew him for, but there was no mistaking the anger in the Avatar’s eyes. They left Alchan and Luykas in that room, Varon making a point to slam the door hard enough the hinges broke.

      “Fucker,” Alchan snarled. “And he’s the Skies damned Avatar of Amonora, so I can’t even fucking do anything about it.”

      “Why?” Luykas asked softly.

      “He’s my equal rank,” Alchan muttered bitterly. “He’s actually outside the ranking altogether. He would answer to me if…” His brother growled again. “Avatars answer to Avatars, which I am not. He’s never had to follow my orders for a fucking day in his life, and he knows it. He knows I know it. And he broke my fucking door!” Alchan was roaring again at the end.

      Luykas slowly stood. “I’ll fix the door, brother.”

      “You know I can’t, right? If I thought it was a good idea or a safe one, I would have done it a thousand years ago. To have that power would certainly win us the war, but if I die, there’s no chance of anyone claiming it again.”

      “I know,” Luykas said gently. He had to be careful. His brother hated being angry like this, but it happened on rare occasions. This was one of the dark sides of the bedru nature—the deep, unsettling rage that had consumed their father and made him to be a monster. Luykas was fortunate he was free of this particular curse. He had dominance and some anger in him when he needed it, but he never went into this.

      When Luykas was done fixing the door, he closed his brother in. He stopped Rain and Lilliana from going inside.

      “You should come spend some time at my home,” he whispered to them. “Even you, Rain. He needs some time.”

      “What happened?” the little female asked softly.

      “Nothing we can do anything about,” Luykas answered sadly as he led them away from the fiery rage inside that door.
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      Mave spent the next day in bed. While she was there, she finally read Varon’s words. She was becoming more curious by the moment, staring at them where her husbands had placed them, unopened and unread. She was glad they weren’t nosy.

      Part of her was afraid. She and Varon never connected, not really. He was a quiet male who talked of things she didn’t much care about, not until recently—gods and goddesses, dragons, prayer, faith, belief. Things Mave had tried to give up years ago, even before she knew the names of the dragons. She couldn’t really do that anymore. They were real, real enough to reach out to her and haunt her dreams and make her great.

      And fill her with false hope.

      She grabbed the letters, facing the fear, and opened them. Pages. There were pages. Because of the Andinna style of writing, in glyphs from top to bottom, it took pages for him to write down what he wanted to say to her.

      

      Mave,

      You might be curious why I would write to you. We’ve never been particularly close, only bonded by our shared time as warriors in the Ivory Shadows. I represent something we both know you would rather avoid. Nevyn told me of your reaction to the story of him and me. I can’t say I blame you.

      But Kian is gone, and we are losing this war, so I felt the need to write to you to best articulate my thoughts. It really is much easier than trying to sign a conversation, which is what I must do with your blasted brother. He’s going to fight me, but that’s not the point of this letter. You and I must clear the air. We’ll talk about Kian first.

      He loved you. I’m sure everyone has told you, but let me make it very clear. From nearly the very beginning, he and Senri looked at you and saw a daughter they were never blessed to have. They opened their hearts to you and you accepted them, even before you realized. Kian was always a wild man who made bold, brash decisions. He enjoyed roaming, but his greatest regret was knowing his son died on the battlefield, and he hadn’t been there to stop it. Please, accept that he went happily into the afterlife, knowing you were taken care of. He could finally right the regrets of his past, and he loved you. He loved you so much.

      I would know, and how I know leads to the second part of this letter. It’s rather complicated. I’m certain no one has ever told you about Andinna like me. Very rarely, an Andinna is chosen by one of our goddesses to become an Avatar of their power on the mortal plane. When I tried to give everything to stay with Nevyn, Amonora chose me to be her Avatar. So, when I say that I knew Kian loved you, I don’t just believe he did. I truly knew.

      

      Mave took several harsh breaths, her eyes wide.

      An Avatar? What?

      

      You thought we would think you were crazy for dreaming of Kristanya. You aren’t. I dream of Amonora, and I have for centuries, even thousands of years. She is my guiding light, my patron goddess, and I’m her Avatar, her mortal representative, holder of a small portion of her power. Ah, that was much easier than I thought it would be. Now you know my secret. I have great abilities given to me by my goddess, but sadly, none of them are for war.

      You, on the other hand, have the opportunity to do something no one else has ever done. I’ve heard many tales of our gods over my lifetime. I keep an ear open for them. But never in all my time have I ever heard of a warrior being given tatua and training from the goddess Kristanya. Until you. What I am going to ask of you is dangerous. You could, and most likely will, die.

      I want you to go to a place many Andinna call the Mountain, and I want you to climb it. It’s the tallest mountain in Anden and the home of a grand temple, dedicated to all of our dragon gods. Thousands have attempted the climb over the ages, and only a handful have come back down. It’s said if one wants to meet the gods, one must climb, but those who reached the summit and came back have never left a written account of it.

      I hope you climb it and you meet them. I hope you look Kristanya in the eye and confront the goddess you have danced with for centuries and convince her to make you her Avatar.

      What I ask has never been done before. There has never been an Avatar of Kristanya, but I think if there will ever be one, it will be you. She took a special interest in you centuries ago. How she has impacted your life since you were young is something you must ask her. I know some things, but not all of them, nor the truth of her reasons, for I speak to Amonora, not Kristanya. The sisters don’t share everything. You understand how siblings can be, I’m sure. Your brother is a nightmare to deal with some days.

      Destiny is not a belief of the Andinna. We have paths to walk, and sometimes, we can see them clearly, while others are shadowed in darkness. There are branching paths as well, ways we can change our course and the events of our future. These are the most important decisions we will ever make. I believe you have been set on this path for longer than you and I have known each other, but it is a dark one, unseeable to those afraid to look for it. You are at a crossroads in a sense. You have the choice to hunt down this path or continue on the one you have.

      Kian wasn’t the only person who loved you. Nevyn and I do as well. We’ve worried about you for the last year, wondering what path you were walking, but it’s clear now. I love you enough to say you don’t have to do this, and no one would be angry with you if you didn’t. I would love to see you settle down and be happy with your husbands, with no more battles to fight and no more loss in your future.

      But I love the Andinna people enough to ask it of you.

      Please, take this risk. For our people. For our future.

      Change our course. Find a new path.

      With love,

      Varon

      

      Mave put the pages down, her heart pounding. She had been groggy when she started reading, but now, she was wide awake. Her husbands weren’t around, so she tried to get up. She was allowed to move around because her wing was carefully bound, but it still ached. She fumbled and fought to get clothing on, only managing her breeches. She grabbed a top and stumbled out of the room, her mind spinning.

      A new path. This was a chance at a new path.

      She also had hundreds of questions. Avatars. Power like that would be unimaginable. It could swing the tide of the war. Why had no one ever mentioned it to her earlier?

      Her first thought was to find Nevyn and Varon. As she made her way into the main room, she found Zayden humming in the kitchen.

      “I need Nevyn and Varon,” she demanded as he looked up, and his eyes went wide.

      “You should be in bed,” he growled.

      “No, I need Nevyn and Varon.”

      “Emerian, come get your warrior!” Zayden yelled, glaring at her.

      She snarled. She had forgotten he lived in their home now. She hadn’t seen him since he picked her up off the forest floor.

      The male walked out of the secondary bedroom, yawning. When he saw her, he narrowed his eye. He wore a patch over the ruined second, and most of the scar was still visible. He didn’t seem to notice her nudity.

      “Zayden, help me put this on and let me go and find Nevyn and Varon,” she ordered, holding out the top, a soft fabric wrap, in one hand. She was still holding the letter in the other.

      “Why?” he snapped, walking out of the kitchen and coming toward her. “Why should I let you go out there and beat yourself up?”

      “Because the healer didn’t say I needed fucking bed rest. I need to see Nevyn and Varon!” she growled. “He’s a priest, and I dream of a goddess. I think I have the fucking right to get his counsel.”

      That made Zayden step back and deflate. He grabbed the top, obviously unhappy, and quickly helped her dress.

      “Read these. You’ll understand,” she said, slamming the letters onto the table.

      “Emerian, shadow your warrior as you should,” her husband ordered in a whisper as she walked toward the door.

      “On it.”

      As she left, he was right behind her. She had no idea if it was okay for Zayden to read that letter, but she felt better with him understanding, instead of her just throwing what seemed to be a tantrum. She ignored Emerian as they walked until she realized he was useful.

      “Can you fly up and check their home?” she asked, looking up the cliff.

      “I can.” He jumped and took to the air.

      That was when it hit her. Varon had mentioned her brother. She had thought he meant Seanev and had ignored it. Why would he tell Seanev anything about his state as this Avatar thing?

      Standing alone, she realized he didn’t mean Seanev at all.

      He meant Alchan.

      She didn’t wait for Emerian to come back. She started jogging for Alchan’s home, bursting through the door. She found the little ahren in the kitchen.

      “Where’s Alchan?” she asked frantically. Lady Lilliana stared at her wide-eyed and terrified.

      “War room,” she whispered.

      “Thank you.”

      Mave was gone as fast as she came, running out. She made no attempt to slow down, even as the running made her wing hurt more with every step. Shoving the door open, she scrambled into the war room, ignoring everyone there. She saw Alchan at his usual spot, head of the map table, looking over everything.

      He looked up slowly as everyone else seemed much more surprised by her visit.

      “What do you need?” he asked, wary for some reason.

      “To talk to you. About…” She swallowed and looked around.

      “You read his damn letter, didn’t you?” Alchan growled. “Is that what this is about? Varon’s fucking stupid idea?”

      “Yes.”

      “Wait, the priest has an idea, and you haven’t brought it to the table? We’re losing. We need every plan we can come up with!” Kenav snapped. Both Mave and Alchan growled at him.

      “It has nothing to do with our forces. It’s something else entirely and doesn’t concern anyone here except Mave and me.”

      “Oh.” Kenav stepped back, lifting his hands.

      “Let’s go talk in my home,” Alchan ordered, pointing at her. “Everyone, we’ll reconvene tomorrow. This is going to be a long argument between me and my Champion.”

      They left together, leaving Alchan’s advisors standing in shock.

      “That didn’t sound good. I should have phrased it differently,” Alchan muttered. “They’re going to think we’re fucking now.”

      “I caught that, but they can keep their rumors. It’s never going to happen,” Mave said simply, shaking her head.

      “You’re right. It’s not. I can’t stand you on the best of days. They’re hoping I produce an heir this spring. They think it’s the only hope…Sadly, they might be right.”

      Mave didn’t answer that because it wasn’t true. She had a way now. Varon gave her one.

      If I had told him about the dreams, would I have learned earlier? Could I have avoided Kian’s death? Could I still feel worthy of the trust Alchan puts in me as his Champion?

      When they entered Alchan’s home, they found Emerian there with Nevyn and Varon.

      “Shit,” she said softly as Alchan snarled at the three of them. “I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

      “Neither of you is allowed in my home,” Alchan snapped at the couple. “Get the fuck out.”

      Varon’s hands started moving very slowly as if he was scared of risking Alchan’s temper after being clearly thrown out.

      “Mave, did you read the letter?”

      “Yes,” she confirmed.

      Varon nodded, then led Nevyn out. Emerian stayed.

      “Go watch the door,” Mave ordered him. He nodded and left, as well.

      “Lady Lilliana? Rain?” Alchan called. “I need the house clear for a moment!”

      Both of them showed up from the back room, looked between them, and decided it was best to do as Alchan asked. Rain did stop to kiss his husband’s cheek. Mave waved as they left.

      Finally alone, Mave turned on her king.

      “I want to climb the Mountain and beseech Kristanya to make me her Avatar.”

      “You don’t know what you’re asking for,” Alchan muttered, glaring at her. “You don’t know what Varon has asked you to do, and I hate him for putting this insane idea in your head. I should have taken that letter while you slept and burned it.”

      “So, he did tell you,” Mave said, nodding, glad she had guessed right. “Why did he tell you?”

      “He wants me to do something I can’t,” Alchan said softly, sitting down. “No matter how much I want to, I don’t know if it would help anything.”

      “What is it?”

      “Become the Avatar of Lariana like the queens who have ruled before me. Every one of them had that power behind them. No males, though. It’s a role only for the true female descendants of Lariana. Her natural-born daughters. I’m her natural-born son. She’ll kill me if I try, and she has killed previous sons of her bloodline before for being so arrogant that they felt they were worthy.” He shook his head. “Powers unimaginable lie in the hands of our queens. She is so dominant, one can only meet her eyes if she allows it. Very few are even remotely strong enough to do it without her permission, then they bend on her command, anyway. She’s not just the ruler of the Andinna, she is the ruler of Anden. Lariana created both the Andinna and the wyverns. Her daughters rule them both. That was how my grandmother stopped the initial invasion of the Elvasi, you know. No one speaks of it, unable to believe it truly happened, but my grandmother called the wyverns to war. It nearly killed her, and she was an elderly woman. She could never do it again. Lariana will never give that power to a male. The goddesses of our pantheon are particular. She wants daughters, and there are none right now.”

      “But I think you’re worthy. Look at everything you’ve done for our people. You could try! Make her see reason. Kristanya told me she was not infallible. I’m certain none of them are. They’re riding the same winds we are. If the options are giving power to us or letting the Andinna die out, I’m sure they’ll understand!” On one hand, Mave was elated. Alchan also could get stronger. He could become the king he was meant to be. Between them, they might win. There was a chance they could make a new path.

      On the other hand, she knew he wouldn’t. Alchan made it very clear in the way he explained it. Females could gain the power of his family, not males, and he would not try.

      My king would do it. My king would do whatever is necessary to save his people.

      “Let’s get to your part because I’m decided. I’m not going to test the will of Lariana. I can do more while I’m alive than I can when I’m dead.” He spoke with finality, and it killed something in Mave. “Kristanya has never named an Avatar, and she will probably kill you for even asking. She’s always been a goddess legendary for her temper. She’s considered the strongest by those well versed in our pantheon. Lariana only barely keeps her in line in my opinion, though most people disagree with me about that. A mortal asking for a piece of her power?” He laughed, more bitter than she had ever heard it. “I don’t care what relationship you have with her, she will probably kill you.”

      “Probably leaves space for the possibility she might not,” Mave said softly. “I need this, Alchan. One person can’t win a war, no matter how much I want it to be that way. But…this could be a chance.”

      “I can’t stop you. Actually, I can, but it would ruin our friendship. It would break our bond. Your husbands could ruin their marriages with you if they forced you to stay. Are you really going to ask us to stand between you and your own death?”

      “Then don’t stop me,” she told him plainly.

      “I would rather you hate me to your very last breath than to send you to your death,” Alchan hissed. “I’m sure all your husbands feel the same.”

      “And you would doom our people. My life is not worth more than theirs. If I have to go to the very edge in the hopes of finding something that could help us win, I will do it. Try to stop me all you want, but when this wing is healed, I am leaving. I’m going to do everything in my power to not only save our people but to be worthy of this love and respect you give me every day when you call me your Champion. There is no way for me to win this war and keep everyone I love alive.” She took a deep breath. “But there might be. There might be a way, and I won’t stop until I have exhausted every effort. I won’t be your Champion again until I see this through.”

      “You won’t be Champion if you die trying,” he whispered.

      “I won’t be worthy of the title if I never try at all,” she retorted. She decided to aim for his heart. “And no king is worthy of me if he’s not willing to take the same risks.”

      Mave had never hurt this male before. She had said things and done things that pissed him off, but she had never hurt him. Their understanding had always been one that didn’t lead to them truly hurting each other. They argued, but they never went for the kill.

      Mave had gone for the kill and had deeply wounded him.

      He sat down slowly, staring at her with wide eyes, his chest heaving as if he was trying to keep breathing, even though he was dying—the last gasping breaths of a dead man. She had seen them before.

      She let the tears fill her eyes as the battle lines were drawn.

      She was willing to break the family in half over this. She was willing to cut the Company in two. She was willing to leave him alone at the top.

      “My king would do whatever is necessary, and so would his Champion.”

      Alchan leaned over, covering his face. “Please, Mave.”

      “We’re already dying in Anden, Alchan. Be my king. Be the king I have thought you to be, the only ruler I have ever wanted to serve.” She stepped back from him, hoping he listened. “In two weeks, the binding for my wing will come off, and I will go on the road. I’ll make the preparations myself. I’ll go alone if my husbands are against my plan, but I will go, and none of you can stop me. I have to do this.”

      “Why?” he asked softly.

      “Because even she thinks we’re going to lose, and I’ll be damned if I prove that fucking goddess right. I don’t lose. I’ve overcome great odds in my life, and I will never let someone tell me my fate. I make my fate. I decide when and where I will fight and die. I’ve been a slave and a gladiator. I’ve been your mercenary, your warrior, and your rebel. I’m considered enemy number one in the Empire, and I have been a Champion twice.” She straightened her posture. “And if I have to become a fucking Avatar to win this war, that is what I will become.”

      She turned on her heel and walked out.

      Alchan was the least of her worries now. She knew he was the king she believed him to be, and he would come around. He could be stubborn, but once he healed from the blow she just laid on him, he would admit she was right.

      She ignored Emerian and just kept walking home to get her swords. She needed to stay strong. She needed to be stronger.

      Kian’s death couldn’t be in vain. Leshaun’s couldn’t be in vain. Her entire life could not be in vain, and the family she lost could not be in vain.

      If that put Mave against the goddesses themselves, that was the battle she had to fight.
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      What did it mean to be worthy?

      Alchan had pondered that question his entire life, and it continued to haunt his every step.

      When he was young, he tried to be worthy of his parents.

      He tried to earn his father’s love. A painful lesson he had to learn was that sometimes, it was an impossible reach. He could never be worthy of his father because his father had no love in him by the time Alchan wanted it. He’d given it all away, then crushed his ability to love as he grew bitter. It was impossible to be enough for someone who felt they weren’t enough, either.

      And his mother? He had thought he was enough and grown complacent. He thought he was enough for her, then she left, proving he wasn’t. He wasn’t worthy of her. He could never be because she wasn’t worthy of him. From her, he knew how to temper his own expectations of others. Why invest energy in someone when they didn’t want to do the same in return?

      Similar lessons, each painful.

      He tried to be worthy of his grandmother. She had been a great queen dealt a bad hand, but he wanted to be a grandson worthy of her, and she had wanted to be a grandmother worthy of him. They had both fallen short in their own ways, but they had loved. They were family. In the end, falling short hadn’t destroyed them. It had made them both mortal, and mortals made mistakes.

      Alchan continued to try to prove his worthiness to Rain every day. That love required it. There could be no complacency. He had to work every day to remind Rain that he was one of Alchan’s truest loves. He wanted them to be together until they were old and grey.

      He had to be worthy of his people, too. He had to do right by them, to be the best ruler he could be, and leave them with stability long after he was gone. That required sacrifice, one he had been afraid of for so long and was still wary of now. It required him to lose his respect for himself, but sometimes, to be worthy required a greater sacrifice than anyone knew.

      He knew, one day, he would make that sacrifice and would finally prove his worth to them in its entirety. There would be no more doubt of his ability to be their king.

      There was one he wanted to be worthy of more than all others. He wasn’t sure why her words had hurt so much, but they had cut to his heart and made him feel smaller than even his father ever could.

      He needed to be worthy of Mave more than he needed to breathe. He didn’t understand it. Why her? Why did her words cut so deep? Alchan had faced people putting him down and deeming him less than for his entire life, but when it came from her, he had been crushed. He had been unable to think, unable to argue. He only listened to her scorn and her rage and accepted it. His Champion had weighed him, measured him, and found him wanting.

      He was not good enough to be her king.

      “Alchan?” Rain whispered softly, wrapping his arms around his waist. “You’ve been out here for four days, and people are starting to worry. Well, they’ve been worried.”

      “I know,” he said with a sigh. “But I need more time.”

      “What did she say to you?” Rain asked, leaning on his back. “You’ve never…Nothing has ever bothered you this much. You’ve been different since you and her talked.”

      “Nothing you can fix, I promise,” Alchan explained. He let the sound of the world come back to him, the waterfall echoing in the cavern. This was his favorite place. Winter was coming, and the ground was freezing, but he didn’t care. This place was his retreat, and he always came back to it when the world weighed heavily on his shoulders.

      Or his soul was cut open by someone he had trusted.

      His own Champion had opened him up and left him to die.

      “Mave leaves in three days,” Rain reminded him. “Mat comes to me every day and asks if you’re thinking about stopping her.”

      “No,” Alchan answered for the dozenth time. “I have no intention of stopping her.”

      “She could die,” Rain whispered, hugging him tight.

      “I know.” He knew better than anyone. He knew what happened to those who proved unworthy of the goddesses who ruled them all. It was written in blood throughout his family’s history. All three of those goddesses had taken their anger out on the Andinna at one point or another.

      Once, a queen and an Avatar of Amonora had despised each other. When the Queen killed the other Avatar and sat back on her throne, she died. Not from an injury from the fight. No. Legend had it that a great flame erupted and killed her as punishment for killing another of the chosen. Another story was more rooted in jealousy. An eldest daughter was jealous that her younger sister was better fit for the throne and named the heir. She killed her sister after their mother had died and tried to claim the throne for herself. She had not survived the attempt. Some said a blaze destroyed her mind from within. In the end, the youngest child, a young male, had to step up and become king. There was no Avatar of Lariana until his daughter ascended to the throne. It was considered a dark time in the history of the Andinna.

      Alchan had never gone to claim the power because he had known he was unworthy. As a male, it wasn’t his right. He only wanted to be worthy, and that meant following the rules.

      Right?

      Then there was Mave.

      Mave, who constantly tested him. Mave, who showed him the most support. Mave, his sister. Mave, who knew his mind as a warrior better than anyone. Together, they had launched this rebellion privately before any of their friends or family knew their thoughts.

      He was unworthy of her, and it was killing him.

      “Alchan, you need to talk to me,” Rain pleaded.

      “She…she said I was unworthy of being her king,” Alchan whispered, looking down. “And it had hurt much more than expected.”

      “Oh,” Rain gasped. His hands dropped away and Alchan felt him move. The young male with beautiful blue wings and sapphire eyes came in front of him. “And why is that?”

      “Because…I’m…”

      A coward.

      Alchan growled softly. No. He was just trying to keep the tradition of the Andinna. He was trying to respect the laws laid down by Lariana. He had to. If he disrupted them, he could unfold a future that could ruin their people. What would stop future males just like his father from hurting the family and upsetting the balance again?

      Doesn’t make me any less of a coward.

      “Can you give me the most recent report?” he asked his Consort, deciding not to continue down that thought process.

      “We know she’s attacking our supplies coming in from Kerit now,” Rain started. “Someone has to be telling her. Someone who can go into the war room and see all the stuff we keep there, but…”

      “Everyone in there needs to be in there,” Alchan said softly, nodding. “Have you started splitting it up with Luykas?”

      “Yes. We’ve moved the lower ranking unit commanders to their own building to discussions with their own copies of the maps. Only the Company and the other generals will have access to the full maps with everything. Dave and Learen now work in their home with Trevan keeping watch. They still file the supply information away in the war room, but it’s hidden. Not perfect, but a start. We’re hoping it’ll slow everything down, and we can start looking for strange activity. If anyone is trying to get into places they shouldn’t be, then we have someone to question. We’ve found all the bottles of the poisoned wine. Four of them were given to Learen as people began to realize they had the same wine that killed Leshaun…the last was drunk just two nights ago.”

      “Who died?” Alchan knew someone must have died.

      “A young warrior, a recently escaped slave who wanted to show off his stealing skills learned while surviving in the Empire,” Rain answered softly. “And one of his friends, a previous gladiator. Kenav isn’t happy, but he’s not angry with us. He’s pissed at how stupid those two were.”

      “Hmm.” Alchan rubbed his face. “Thank you. Anything else?”

      “Leria’s sending more troops down. They’ll be here by Al Moro Nat, but it will leave her with only the minimal guard to protect her community. After that, we have some nobles and a few unit commanders becoming hostile about Dave and Trevan. I think Kenav is a part of it, but I can’t be certain. The moment we started telling some about the spy, it got out like a wildfire. They’re facing hostility from different groups in the village. It’s only going to get worse before it gets better. Alchan…”

      “I know. We’re losing. We’re going to keep losing. We’re desperate. I know.”

      Varon and Mave are right, but…Can I really convince Lariana I’m worthy of her power?

      It clicked in a strange way. His thoughts came together, and he realized what his problem was.

      I can never be worthy of ruling the Andinna if I’m not worthy of ruling the strongest of us. Mave is the strongest of the Andinna. She’s not the most dominant, but she holds raw power, feral, uncontrolled power. She could defeat me and leave our people with no one to rule them. I need her like I need my right arm, and I rule only because she allows it, because she thinks I’m worthy to rule. I need her to back me up, and the only way to be enough for someone like Mave is to be worthy of her love. Not by being more dominant and demanding her submission but to earn her love.

      If I don’t try to do this for her, I’ll lose the love of the only sister I’ve ever known. She called me king, but she meant brother.

      I can’t let that happen.

      It felt foolish, love and all that. He was a fucking king and had done with very little of it most of his life. Now, it was going to convince him to stare down a goddess and dare her to give him a chance.

      The pieces clicked, and he knew exactly what he would say to her when he was confronted by her.

      He grabbed Rain and kissed his husband.

      “We’re going on a trip,” he said against the soft lips he loved.

      “Are we?” Rain asked, his eyebrows going up into his black hair.

      “Yes. We’re going to the Capital. There is something I have to do.”

      “Is it anything like what Mave is trying?” Rain frowned, not as joyous as Alchan had hoped he would be.

      “Very similar,” Alchan said, nodding. “I’m going to sit on the throne in the Hall of Queens, and I am going to ask Lariana to make me her Avatar as she had for every queen who has ever ruled Anden.”

      “What?” Rain blinked.

      “She’s never allowed a male to claim her power, and all the successful kings of our people step down when a female can take the throne. I’m going to ask her to make me the true ruler of Anden. We need it. I need it.”

      “What happens if this doesn’t work?” Rain asked. Alchan heard fear and understood. He understood because he was terrified as well, but he had to do this. Mave was right.

      “I die and with me, her royal bloodline. There will be no more queens to claim her power and rule because I have no children.”

      “And Luykas is a mutt,” Rain said softly.

      “Exactly.” Alchan nodded. “The power itself requires a…pure body. Other races could never hold the power of the dragons because they aren’t dragons in their souls. Luykas isn’t fully a dragon. He’ll always be half-Elvasi. I have three options. I don’t try at all and watch as my people slowly die to this war. Or I try, which can go two ways. I die because I’m male, and she deems my reasons not enough, or I claim the power, and we might have a chance.”

      “I’ll start packing,” Rain said, full of determination now.

      Alchan paused, realizing something important.

      “If you come, Lilliana has to as well,” he said carefully. “Do you think…she’ll be okay with that?”

      “Yes,” Rain answered with a smile. “She wanted to travel, and she’s useful and sweet, and I’ll need a friend. I’m going to assume you don’t want a guard coming with us.”

      “You assume right. We need to leave warriors here, and I don’t want them to have to deal with the shame of losing their king if it comes to that.”

      “But you would let Lilliana and me deal with it,” Rain pointed out.

      “You don’t have to go,” he whispered.

      “I would never let you go to do this alone, even if I don’t really understand it.”

      Alchan kissed him again, and together, they left the cavern Alchan had sheltered in. Rain split off from him, and Alchan knew what he had to do.

      He had to find Mave.
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      He landed in a clearing, seeing the wagon slowly being loaded. Three days. He had three days to prepare everything to join that wagon and those who would leave in it.

      Luykas looked up first and seemed hopeful.

      “Please tell me you’re here to back us and stop this,” Luykas pleaded softly as they walked up to each other. “I understand her reasons, but this is…I don’t want to ruin my marriage, but…”

      “I come with more bad news, then. I’m going with you. Me, Rain, and Lilliana. I’m going to the Capital.” Alchan watched his brother do the mental leaps. Luykas knew. Luykas was a blood member of the royal family, so the secret was also his secret. Or that had been Alchan’s thinking. Their grandmother and aunts had been less certain, but Alchan’s word was law when it came to his brother.

      “You threw Varon and Nevyn out of your house for suggesting it,” Luykas hissed. “And now, you’re going to do it? Lariana will kill you, Alchan. And when she does that, I’m going to climb that fucking mountain and try to kill her. You’re insane. My wife is insane. I can’t believe I’m going on this stupid trip—”

      “You’re not,” Alchan said gently, grabbing his brother at the back of his head and pulling him close, so they could stare each other in the eyes and talk quietly. “You are staying here and ruling in my place. You’re the only one I trust to do that. You will do everything you can to catch and put an end to this spy. I’m going to ask Nevyn and Varon to support you.”

      “You’re serious,” Luykas whispered, shaking his head. “I can’t…leave you or her to…”

      “This is not a suggestion. This is an order. If we die, I need to know the brother I trained beside can at least try to save our people before it’s too late. I need that reassurance. I’m sure Mave will understand.”

      “Yeah,” Luykas snorted. “She’s totally fine going with none of us. She’s on a literal warpath to get ready to leave the moment the healers allow her.”

      “I know.” He had seen her and watched her since their argument. “Will you stay?”

      “I’ll stay,” Luykas promised. He turned to see his fellow husbands, and Alchan’s eyes followed. Mat, Zayden, and Bryn openly watched them. Alchan knew he needed to say something to them, but he had been really hoping to find Mave. Luykas stopped him when he tried to move. “Mave told them. Just so you know. Mave told those three. They haven’t told anyone, but they know exactly what is going on right now.”

      Alchan nodded, accepting it. He wouldn’t be angry with them or with Mave. She had the right to tell her husbands whatever she saw fit, and he had told her about the royal family. He walked up to the males slowly, putting his hands in his pockets. This didn’t need to be formal.

      “Can you pack for three more? Rain and Lilliana will come to help.” He saw them go through various levels of shock.

      “We can do that,” Mat said, regaining his composure first. “She’s at home, packing her things.”

      “Thank you. You might want to get a second wagon or cart,” Alchan suggested before he walked away.

      “We will,” Zayden called.

      Alchan went directly to her. Outside her door, Nevyn and Varon stood like guards, an odd sight.

      “Are you here to finally stop her?” Nevyn asked, narrowing his eyes at the king. “Because we’ll stop you before you get inside. Her mind is made.”

      “No, I’m here to tell her I’m going. For her. For you both. For our people,” Alchan answered.

      The lovers stepped out of the way and let him pass. Emerian was inside, but he must have heard because he stepped to the side as well.

      Alchan found her in her bedroom, fussing over trunks.

      “This better be enough for you,” he said softly. “Because it’s the last thing I may ever do.”

      She looked up slowly and nodded.

      “It’s enough. Thank you, brother. It’ll be nice to have a quiet journey on the road with you. It’s been a while.”

      His body lost tension. That was all he needed to hear.

      “I need to get ready. I only have three days.”

      “That’s right,” she said, chuckling. “I knew you would come around.”

      “Thank you for believing in me more than I believed in myself,” he said softly.

      He was going to need her belief. He was certain she was the only one who truly did. Now, he just needed to make sure he could keep the belief in himself.

      I am worthy, and there is no god or goddess who can tell me otherwise.
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      Trevan stood to the side, watching the two wagons get their finishing touches. He’d been asked to stop by in the middle of the night but told they didn’t need his help. He was there to see them off, to stand as a witness to the beginning of this journey. He had already said his goodbyes to most of them, including Mave.

      They’re leaving today. I can’t believe it. I didn’t know the Andinna put so much stock in their gods, they would take…quests like this. It’s…moving, really. The Elvasi don’t give a damn about their gods unless it’s a good chance to have a party.

      Emerian had explained very rough details to him. Trevan remembered the mutt’s face. He didn’t like it at all, but he respected it. Trevan couldn’t help but feel the same. Trevan watched Andinna he knew well, continue their silent duty as that very mutt walked up beside him.

      “So, you’re going,” Trevan said softly. “Leaving me and Dave here to fend for ourselves.”

      Emerian chuckled. “It’s not like you two are going to get into any trouble, but yeah. I need to go with them. It’s something I think I have to do.”

      “Good luck, my friend,” Trevan said with a smile, turning to face the mutt. The twisted scar changed the male’s face and broke the Elvasi features in just the right way. Now, Emerian looked more like an Andinna than he ever had. The pointed ears were still purely Elvasi, his coloration was as well, but now, Trevan knew his friend had finished the transition from wayward mutt to someone right at home in the wilds of Anden.

      It’s been an honor, watching his journey. I hope he gets whatever he’s still hunting for.

      “It’s just that…” Emerian groaned, and Trevan still saw a little bit of that sheepish, confused male. It was heartening to know that fateful and failed mission hadn’t totally destroyed who Emerian was. He was just different now, and he took the world more seriously, but he still had some of his old self there. “I swore on my life, you know? I told him I would get her home, and now she’s leaving again. My job isn’t done, and…I don’t think it will ever be done, you know? There’s something…”

      “Emerian, who are you loyal to?” Trevan asked, smiling.

      “Her,” the mutt answered so quickly, there probably wasn’t any thought process behind it.

      “Then you are doing exactly what you should be doing,” he promised.

      You’re doing what I wish I could, but I’m not Andinna. This isn’t a journey available to me. I’ll always be an outsider looking in, no matter how much I try to understand and fit in.

      “Thank you,” Emerian said, bowing his head. “It means…so much to me to hear you say that.”

      Trevan hugged him, squeezing as the mutt returned the gesture of affection.

      “This got sentimental,” someone said with a cough. “Can I interrupt?”

      Trevan released the mutt and turned to see another one.

      “Hello, Luykas. Emerian and I were just pondering how far he’s come since we met.”

      “I heard. I didn’t want to interrupt. He gets to leave on this crazy mission, while you and I have to find a spy. We’ll have fun.” Luykas grinned, obviously trying to cover up deeper feelings. “Emerian, it’s time for you to get over there and jump on.”

      “Goodbye,” Trevan said, patting his friend on the shoulder.

      “See you later,” Emerian retorted with a smile that did nothing to soften the harshness of his scar. He ran for the wagons, helping Mat with a box before they both got into the back.

      “Why are they leaving in the dead of night?” Trevan had to ask.

      “Some are unhappy with this, but really, we just didn’t want fanfare. This is a personal journey for Mave and Alchan. They didn’t want it,” Luykas explained. “Have you said goodbye to those you wanted to say goodbye to?”

      “Emerian was the last,” Trevan whispered.

      “Good.” Luykas stepped forward. “Good luck on your travels,” he said loudly to the warriors ready to leave. “Come back to us in one piece and help us win this war. We’ll be waiting for you.”

      Alchan was driving one cart and clicked his tongue for the horses to move, with Bryn following behind him. With Luykas beside him, Trevan watched the warriors leave into the night. After they disappeared from sight, Luykas turned to him.

      “Thank you. You could have stood with everyone else, though.” He pointed across the dark, and Trevan had to narrow his eyes. There, on the other side of the clearing, was a larger group of witnesses—Nevyn and Varon stood out, Senri with her two husbands, Dave, who lifted an arm and was still waving, now at no one, and Seanev, who was very still as if he was afraid to move.

      Trevan laughed. “I didn’t even realize they were over there.”

      “Figured. It’s pretty fucking dark tonight,” Luykas said with a laugh. He sobered quickly. “You know, they might not come back.”

      “I know,” Trevan said softly. “Is there a reason you came to stand with me?”

      “Yeah, we have a meeting.” Luykas led him to the group. “Right now. We have to pin this spy down.”
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      As days went by, then a couple of weeks and winter hit in force. Trevan curled up in a thick cloak as he waited for Dave. He looked over his shoulders to make sure no one was nearby. He was paranoid.

      Since most of the group left, everything went to hell. Two more supply shipments were missing before making it to them. Now, they were hoping they could switch the supply route. It would be harder for the Elvasi to catch supplies coming in from Leria, and she could take them from Kerit.

      “You’ll follow fucking orders, Kenav!” Luykas roared from inside the war room. “This is not a fucking game or a chance for you to prove yourself! This is a time when you fall in line and do as I ask. I need everyone on the same Skies damn page!”

      Trevan winced. The village was out of control. Luykas was a good leader and intelligent, but that didn’t stop everyone from testing him while Alchan was gone.

      “Maybe if you told us what you were planning, we’d be more inclined to listen!” Kenav yelled back.

      “We?” Luykas snarled. Trevan leaned on the wall outside and closed his eyes. He could hear all of them clearly. “Who is ‘we,’ Kenav? Have you been talking to others? Does anyone else here have a problem with the plans I’ve set in place for each of you? Any questions?”

      There was silence.

      “Good. Get out,” Luykas snapped.

      Trevan made sure he wasn’t by the door as they all came outside, keeping his head down.

      “Oh, it’s you,” one of them sneered. “They wonder who the spy is, yet they keep a fucking Elvasi for a pet.”

      “I’m not the spy, sir,” Trevan said simply, looking up.

      “Sure,” the male warrior snapped, rolling his eyes.

      “Move. Along.” Luykas stepped out, glaring. “Trevan, come in here.”

      He followed the mutt quickly, ducking his head again.

      “Are they getting worse?” Nevyn asked, looking between them.

      “Yeah,” Trevan confirmed. “But it’s fine. It’s expected. I’m the enemy to them, and they think you’re blind to it. We knew this was beginning to happen.”

      “Doesn’t make it right,” Nevyn muttered, shaking his head. “Dave, what about you?”

      “I hear it, but they don’t confront me or get in my face,” Dave answered, looking up from what he was working on. The human barely slept now. He was constantly tracking supplies down to the last loaf of bread, recalculating rations, and trying to keep everyone happy. Eventually, happy was going to be a secondary worry. If they kept losing supplies to the Elvasi attacks, the goal would be to keep people from starving.

      “Probably because you’re not a warrior,” Luykas said, sighing. “Though, that’s a danger in and of itself. You two stay together, all right?” Luykas pointed between them. “And Kenav…”

      “Yeah, he’s posturing,” Nevyn grumbled. He leaned on his husband, a tender moment Trevan was used to seeing. They were always together, Avatar and General. Trevan was still trying to overcome that new hurdle—addressing an Avatar.

      When I thought this couldn’t get any crazier, one of them had to be a chosen mortal representative of a goddess.

      “Why, though?” Luykas huffed. “He’s not going to get anywhere with it.”

      “He could force Alchan’s hand to make you step aside and let him become Alchan’s second. With enough public support, that is.” Nevyn shrugged. “He wouldn’t last long because he would piss off Alchan.”

      “He wouldn’t last the day. Alchan would kill him,” Luykas snapped.

      “I know that. You know that. Everyone in this room could figure it out relatively quickly. Kenav, however, is noble born and his cousin. He probably thinks it’s his due, and…we can’t deny he really knows how to gain the trust and loyalty of the warriors. Not the females because we don’t allow that, but even warriors outside of the gladiators like Kenav.”

      As Nevyn spoke, someone else walked into the room. He wasn’t seen much anymore. The last time Trevan saw him was when Mave and the others left. Seanev Lorren was a shut-in, but they all knew he had needed much of autumn to deal with personal issues.

      “Hey, everyone,” the warrior greeted.

      “Hey, how are you?” Luykas asked, showing his concern. “You didn’t need to come in.”

      “I think…I think I’m ready to get back to it.” Seanev gave them a weak smile. “Got any work for me?”

      “You know we do,” Nevyn said with a radiant grin. “What took you so long?”

      “The honest truth?” Seanev chuckled. “I’ve been trying to write this.” He pulled a letter from his pocket. “And I need it sent to Leria.”

      “Is this what I think it is?” Nevyn asked softly. He looked over his shoulder at Varon, who reached out to take the letter.

      “Yeah. Luykas has been coming to me for advice while I’ve been trying to figure that out. I finally did it. I finally found the right words to tell Leria it’s over, and I won’t be returning.” Seanev let out a sad laugh. “Sorry, it’s taken so long. When you’ve been with someone for…” He closed his eyes.

      Varon was the one who went to him and hugged him.

      “Then what happened to Leshaun, Mave’s mission and Kian…” Seanev pulled away from the hug. “It’s been hard to get into a good place.”

      “It’s okay,” a feminine voice said as the door open. “We understand.”

      They all turned to see Senri and her husbands walk in. Senri was heavily pregnant, but she still walked with pride, her males flanking her. She went to the table and looked around.

      “This is out of control,” she declared. “We allowed Mave and Alchan their trip on the promise we would keep this ready for their return. I don’t think we’re succeeding, and it’s only been a few weeks.”

      “I agree,” Luykas said, lowering his head. “Troubles have been finding us.”

      “Tell me about it. This spy killed my husband,” she snapped. “And whoever this person is has also chased away my daughter. We’re running lower on supplies every day, and my guards are dealing with morale issues on the best of days.” She winced and put a hand over her stomach. She growled when Willem and Gentrin tried to touch her. “He’s kicking,” she said softly. “It’s expected.”

      “A boy?” Nevyn asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “I’m certain of it,” she snarled. “But we’re not talking about my baby. We’re talking about this.” She slammed her hand on the table. “Find this piece of shit, Luykas. We can’t keep dealing with this.”

      “Do you have any suggestions?” Seanev asked, the only one not absolutely terrified of the pregnant woman. His question was taunting, and he gave her an arrogant little smile. Trevan was scared for him.

      “Watch yourself,” Luykas warned softly.

      “My mother was scarier.”

      Senri straightened up and sighed. “I’ll give him that. Kelsiana was terrifying. I met her a few times, thanks to Kian…”

      “I know,” Seanev whispered. “But really, do you have any suggestions?”

      “None at all.” She said, lifting her hands. “Luykas, we both have people sniffing around Kerit. That poisoning was bold of them. There’s been a lead. Do you have any more on that?”

      “I do,” Luykas smirked, snapping his fingers. “It’s a break, and I hope it leads to something. The Andinna is hoping to remain anonymous until they arrive and speak to me. I don’t trust telling all of them because who knows how quickly it would get out. Look at what they did with the spy information, to begin with.”

      There wasn’t a single person in the room who didn’t know who they were. The unit commanders, the advisors, the nobles. None of them could keep a damn secret. Trevan even heard the whispers of rumors going through the village and most of them tried to be silent when he walked by.

      “Or Varon’s status,” Nevyn muttered. “Spread like fucking wildfire. A guard heard one of us mention it in a conversation, and now it’s everywhere.”

      “That’s why the guards are now told to spread out farther from the building,” Senri reminded them. “They can’t hear us now and are required to watch each other as well and report everything back to me. If one or two prove to be untrustworthy, the other three will let me know.”

      Trevan was impressed. They were trying everything under the sun. It was amazing this spy was still getting information back to the Elvasi and to Shadra. Every day, the village grew more paranoid.

      “When does this Andinna arrive?” Nevyn asked.

      “Later in the winter. Roads are slow, and I’m sending the person up to Leria, then down to us for obvious reasons. Probably just before Al Moro Nat.”

      “That’s weeks away,” Senri said, groaning. “Smart, but so long.”

      “We have to keep struggling until then. I know it’s bad, but we have to persevere.” Luykas gave all of them a look, making sure to make eye contact with everyone in the room. “Thank you all for helping me. Dave, where’s Learen?”

      “I make sure he takes days off,” Dave answered, looking up. “This all slammed him, and he’s been so tired. When he came by this morning, I took one look at him and told him to get back to bed. Can’t have anyone getting sick, right?”

      “Smart thinking. Thank you for looking out for him during all of this. You have enough on your plate.” Luykas smiled sadly. “Now, Seanev, we need to find you some work. I know just the thing, but let’s talk about it at your home, shall we?”

      “Of course.” Seanev and Luykas left, Senri next, leaving with her husbands, and Nevyn and Varon were quick behind them.

      Trevan settled into a seat next to Dave and sighed.

      “This is terrible,” he said plainly, unable to summon any strong emotions. He was exhausted.

      “Agreed. We’re going to be here late. Without Learen, this takes some time.”

      “I’ll be here as long as you need me,” Trevan promised, forcing his eyes to stay open.

      “There’s coffee.” Dave pointed with his quill without looking up.

      He didn’t need to be told twice. He was up and pouring himself a cup in seconds. He made one for Dave as well, putting it out of the way but where the human could see it.

      It was quiet, good company. He and Dave had the ability to sit in silence but feel less alone, two strangers in a world they loved but didn’t fit in. Even as the candles began to burn out around them, they made no move to end the easy silence.

      The door creaked, and Trevan was on his feet, hand on the hilt of his morok. He stiffened but relaxed immediately when Learen poked his head in.

      “Oh, you are still working! Good. I was hoping to catch you before you went home. I was feeling better and got a nap in. I didn’t like sitting on my hands, though, so I wanted to help out. You know, got to feel a little useful every day.”

      “Ah, Learen!” Dave smiled. “Come in, come in. Get out of the cold. If you really are feeling better, you can help with this end of day stuff.”

      “Sure! I also brought a gift.” Learen produced a bottle, placing it on the table. “Because you let me have most of the day off, and you’ve been really kind to me about my limitations.”

      “Thank you,” Dave whispered, taking the bottle. “This means a lot to me.”

      Trevan relaxed back into his seat. He watched them work until the candles were completely gone, and the fire was fighting to survive as well.

      “It’s time for everyone to head home,” he ordered. “It’s dark, and I don’t like flying at night.”

      “I’ll finish this at home then. Learen, you were a great help. Thank you.”

      “I can take some of it. People are whispering, and this could look suspicious if you take it…” Learen frowned at the papers Dave was putting into a stack.

      “They can whisper. I’m the one making sure they eat every day. If they have a problem, they can take it up with Luykas. Or Alchan when he gets back. He’s the one who gave me the job.” Dave didn’t seem worried at all.

      Trevan escorted him out and pointed at Vahn, who was still tied to his post.

      “We’re flying,” he said, not allowing Dave to argue.

      Mounting, Trevan secured them both, a little trick with a rope when it was windy. Vahn could handle any wind. His riders? Not as much.

      When they landed, Trevan was hit with a wave of exhaustion.

      “Have you slept at all recently?” Dave asked, sounding worried.

      “Not really, but I never have much,” Trevan reminded him. “Stress makes me more tired, and the cold? Terrible.”

      “Want to have a drink before bed?” Dave asked, lifting the bottle that Learen had given him.

      Trevan chuckled. “Sure, why not?”

      They went inside. Dave poured glasses for both of them while Trevan threw wood on the fire that nearly died while they were gone. It was an art to keep a fire going all the time as the Andinna could. Trevan was only just getting the hang of it.

      Sitting next to it, Dave held out a drink.

      They went back to that companionable silence and drank together. When Trevan was done, he yawned.

      “Thank you. That was nice. Compliments to Learen on his choice. Now, I really do need to get some sleep.”

      “All right,” Dave said, chuckling. “Good night.”

      “Good night.”

      Trevan went into his room, stripped off his leather armor as quickly as he could. Before giving in to his state, he turned and locked his door, a new feature that Luykas had installed. Dave also had a lock on his private bedroom now. With that secure, he felt safe to fall into the pile of things people here liked to call a bed. He closed his eyes and let exhaustion and alcohol take him away.

      Someone knocked on his door, but he mumbled for them to go away, rolling around in his furs and blankets. Some of those furs were now ones he caught, and he intended to enjoy them until it was time to leave. Dave knew what to say to get him up.

      Another knock, this one louder.

      “Get the fuck up, Trevan!” Luykas roared on the other side.

      Trevan was up, his eyes wide.

      What? I just laid down.

      He didn’t bother getting dressed. He flung his door open and glared at Luykas.

      “What happened?” he demanded. His stomach growled.

      “How long have you been in there?” Luykas asked, his eyes narrow.

      “Um…I just went to sleep?” Trevan was incredibly confused. Luykas grabbed his arm and pulled him through a strangely crowded main room to his front door. The front door was flung open, and it was bright outside, and there was fresh snow.

      Trevan felt his chest go tight.

      “How long?” he asked softly. He turned to Luykas, feeling dread. “What’s going on?”

      “It’s midmorning. Yesterday, we left you and Dave in the war room working. We came here to get you. Been trying to wake you up for what feels like forever. Dave is nowhere to be found. The snow was unbroken when we got here, meaning wherever he went or was taken happened before the snow right before dawn. He…You were asleep and didn’t hear anything, did you?”

      “We…” Trevan tried to remember. He’d been so tired, and there was… “We worked late in the war room. Learen stopped by and said he was feeling better. He also brought a gift to Dave for letting him take most of the day off. When Dave and I got home, I was so fucking tired, but Dave asked if I wanted to have a drink. We sat by the fire, and when I was done, I went to bed. Dave knows how to wake me up. We have a signal. One for just every day and another for emergencies.”

      “I know, but Dave is missing, and we don’t know where he is.” Luykas pulled Trevan back inside. “Get dressed. You’re going to move in with me at my old place until we figure this out.”

      “I can’t get to your private home. It’s…up a cliff.”

      “Exactly. If anyone comes after you, we’ll know it’s Andinna.”

      “And if I’m the spy, I’m locked away in a tower,” Trevan whispered, understanding but still hurt.

      “Yes,” Luykas said softly. “There’s one more thing, Trevan. It’s the only saving grace you have.”

      “What?”

      “Get dressed,” the Andinna ordered. Trevan looked around the room. Nevyn and Varon were there. Senri was there. Seanev. Learen.

      Dave is missing.

      He went into his room and dressed quickly, trying to move past the shock and just get to work. When he came back out, Luykas led him outside and down the steps. They went to the stable, and Luykas pointed.

      Trevan only saw a mound of snow, and that in and of itself was a problem. He walked closer and moved some of it.

      “Oh no,” he whispered.

      Vahn was dead.

      Dave was missing, and Vahn was dead.

      “We think someone gave him a poisoned little snack. He wasn’t old enough or ill enough to die in his sleep,” Luykas said softly. “And…I don’t think you would ever kill your gryphon. Actually, I know you wouldn’t.”

      Trevan began to shake.

      “I think the only reason you’re alive is because you locked your door. Dave’s door is open, and there are no signs of a struggle. He either forgot or…”

      “We were drugged?”

      “Or he just wandered off and hasn’t made it back. I don’t know,” Luykas said. “But it doesn’t look good.”

      Trevan got off his knees, leaving his poor gryphon—his trusty mount and the best gift he had ever received—where he died. It wasn’t as if he would carry the poor thing inside and try to warm him up like a child might with a bird.

      “What do you need me to do?” Trevan asked quietly, turning back to Luykas. “Because I’ll do anything to get this son of a bitch. Just tell me what to do.”

      “Let’s go,” Luykas ordered.

      They moved back inside and packed up Trevan’s things. The others were there to help, and everyone was quiet.

      “We need to be looking for Dave,” Trevan said, frustrated. “Not dealing with this.”

      “I put the entire village on high alert once we realized something was wrong. My guards are all on it. They’re going over every inch of the valley and beyond to see where he might have gone,” Senri snapped. “We need to secure you.”

      They had half his things outside when a guard landed in the snow.

      “It’s bad,” the male whispered, his face pale. “I’m sorry.”

      Trevan’s stomach dropped.

      Luykas grabbed him and pulled him to his chest.

      “Show us,” the general demanded.

      The guard jumped up, with Luykas following, holding Trevan. Trevan had never been flown by an Andinna, and it terrified him. It was much different from riding a gryphon.

      They went out of the village and landed in deep woods just beyond the border of the valley. The guard pointed out a secluded and small cavern. Luykas didn’t have to drag Trevan anywhere. He ran for it.

      “Dave!” he called out.

      “Trevan! Wait!” Luykas was following him, but he could outrun the Andinna.

      I should have made sure he got to bed.

      He pushed aside other Andinna in his way and fell to his knees when he saw.

      I should have protected you from this.

      He reached out and touched the burned cheek of his human friend.

      “I’m so sorry,” he sobbed. “I’m so sorry.”

      Dave had been tortured to death.

      Trevan screamed and screamed in fury and grief.

      It sounded oddly like an Andinna, which is what he thought it was until Luykas began to drag him away.
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      The road was long and cold, but they continued without complaint. Mave’s mind was focused on her goal. Since her last dream of Kristanya, she had not seen the goddess. Was there a reason? She had no idea, but it was the way of things—not a single peep out of Kristanya for over a month. Winter hit them in full force as they traveled, and Mave found herself alone in her dreams.

      “We’re here! Right on time,” Alchan called out from the front. Mave was pretty sure she had never seen him drive a horse-drawn wagon before, but that’s what he was doing up there, with Rain and Lilliana on the back, tucked in and covered to protect them from the wind. Mave and Emerian were the only two on horses, but they often traded with Mat, Bryn, and Zayden, so everyone had a chance to get out of the cold.

      She pushed the horse to catch up and looked at what he was talking about. They were in a large field, technically a massive valley, and had been for two days, with mountains in all directions. An old road from before the end of the War was their guide, and now, there was a split in it.

      “The crossroads,” she said, looking at him. “Does this mean it’s time to split up?”

      “We’ll camp for the night, but yeah, tomorrow we head in different directions. You’ll continue straight north while I turn to the northwest.” Alchan directed his horses to the side of the road onto the long-dead grass of the field. Mave followed him, waving Mat to bring their cart. Once everyone stopped, Mave tied her horse to the wagon next to Emerian’s.

      Without talking, they worked to build their camp. Alchan, Rain, and Lilliana were sharing one of those special multiple room tents, which was really a tent with a divider, so the little ahren had some privacy. Mave and her males used one big tent. Emerian had a small one for himself, made for one Andinna.

      They had grown proficient over the trip, building and breaking down camp every day. As Mave and her males put up their tent, Alchan and Rain handled the other. Lilliana was helpful, starting the fire for everyone and prepping dinner. She did it faster than Mave or her males ever could, a hidden skill.

      By the time everyone was finished setting up sleeping spots, the food was cooking.

      “Another road stew?” Mave asked, trying to be kind to the only other female on their journey.

      “Yes,” the little noble female answered, not that she acted much like a noble.

      “Thank you. These always warm me up.” Mave smiled and was happy to see a smile in return. Now that she was accustomed to her reaction to the ahren, she controlled it with masterful skill. There was no reason to behave that way, and Mave wouldn’t tolerate it from herself or anyone else.

      “Let’s sit down,” Mat said softly, touching her back. Poor Mat. Mave knew he would follow her on this mission and would never say anything to her otherwise, but she knew it scared him. It scared all of her husbands. It scared her.

      She nestled in next to him on the ground, and Zayden took her other side. Across the fire, Alchan and Rain sat down. Rain forced Lilliana to sit on his free side once she backed away from the fire, so the stew could cook undisturbed. Mave watched intently as Lilliana looked around Rain and blushed deeply, then tried to cover the lower half of her face with a scarf. Emerian sat by himself, watching the fire. He did every night, and she didn’t know how to reconnect with him.

      There’s so much to say to him, and I…don’t yet know how to say them. I don’t want to do it with everyone around, either. It would be unfair to him.

      “We had a message earlier today, but I didn’t read it yet,” Bryn announced, sitting closer to the fire. She knew he needed the light. He gave them updates whenever they came, but they weren’t frequent. Mave and Alchan both knew Luykas didn’t want to send bad news.

      “I wonder what weird news he has for us this time,” the king said with a chuckle. “What was it last time?”

      “Hogs escaping into the single male barracks or something, which I don’t believe,” Mave answered, rolling her eyes. “Bryn?”

      Bryn was still reading, his eyes going wider and wider.

      “Bryn?” Zayden asked.

      Bryn looked up at her, then back down to the little blood magic book they sent messages in.

      “We’ve had another casualty to the Elvasi forces embedded in the village…”

      The story Bryn painted for them was a terrible one. Two friends, working late, another coming to help, and bringing a gift. One friend went to bed early. The other, no one would ever know.

      He had been taken and killed.

      Not just killed. Some sick monster tortured him until his body gave out.

      Mave didn’t know she was crying until Mat reached out and wiped her tears.

      “Dave wasn’t the only casualty,” Bryn said softly, reading in the light. “Vahn, the gryphon Trevan used as his mount, also met his end. Currently, the theory is the intruder who took Dave poisoned the beast with a snack. The gryphon died in its sleep.”

      “Oh, no,” Zayden groaned. “Fuck. We should be there.”

      Mave purposefully chose to ignore Zayden’s words. She didn’t need to acknowledge them. Her guilt was already threatening to consume her.

      “I should have been better to him,” she whispered.

      “You were wonderful to him,” Mat said, wrapping his arms around her. “It’s okay. Luykas is going to find out who did this.”

      Mave shook her head.

      “I’m the one who should feel guilty,” Bryn said, slamming the book closed. He tossed it to Alchan, who caught it. “I had a feeling there was a spy, and I didn’t say anything because I…didn’t trust my own instincts. I should have. I should have said something the moment I suspected.”

      “We can’t change the past,” Alchan snapped. “Don’t beat yourself up. Who would be the spy? Hm? Do you have any new thoughts? We live in a village of freed slaves and Andinna warriors who lost their freedom. Who would hate us in that village so much, they would do this to our people? Let’s be honest here. If we were going to have a spy, Dave and Trevan would be the most likely suspects. Dave is obviously out, and Trevan would never kill that gryphon. It was a gift from Mave.” Alchan ran a hand through his hair as he handed the book to Rain. “Luykas knows my thoughts. It had to be another Andinna, but what’s the motivation? Shadra’s intentions are very clear—no Andinna will ever be more than a slave in her Empire.”

      “Personal?” Mat said, shrugging.

      Mave felt a pause in the camp.

      “Rain,” Alchan whispered. “Tell Luykas to look at Learen closer.” Rain jumped up and went into their tent.

      “No,” Zayden said, shaking his head. “He’s…It all happened centuries ago, and he has a wife to take care of.”

      “We already looked at him, just like we looked at Kenav and all the others, but…I want a second look. Luykas will know how to dig deeper than any of us. He might already be thinking about it but didn’t trust himself to write it down. Learen isn’t the only good option, but he fits.”

      “Which is why you already looked at him,” Mave said, nodding. “Makes sense.”

      Lilliana got up as slowly as she could and checked the stew.

      “It should be ready,” she told them in a small voice. “Just needed to heat it up.”

      Mave looked around, wondering if anyone had much of an appetite. No one moved.

      “Eat,” Alchan ordered in a growl. “She made you dinner, and it won’t go to waste.”

      That had Mave on her feet. He wanted them to respect Lilliana, and Mave was okay with that, but there was a defensiveness Mave only heard in her husbands when someone tried to hurt her. Mave filed that away with other interesting things she had noticed on the road. It was easier to think about that than avenging a human friend who she was weeks away from.

      I hadn’t been there for him, and I should have been. Stupid. I should have brought him, but the village needed him.

      Mave knew she couldn’t be everywhere at once. She had to do this insane mission, facing Kristanya to ask for power to defeat the Empire. It was their only hope. She got to her feet, needing to move, bowl of soup in her hands.

      “Mave?” Mat asked up at her, the worry very real.

      “I’ll be okay. I just need a minute. I…wish I had been there for him and what happened to him…” She sighed, blinking to try to stop tears. They would freeze on her face if she let herself really cry. That was why Mat wiped them away.

      “Eat,” Alchan ordered again. “Then we’ll rest. We have plenty of time on the road to dwell on the situation we left behind and regret our choices. We need to take care of our bodies while we can.”

      She agreed. Everyone took their food and ate together around the fire. Mave realized Bryn was still sitting too far from her, but he was focused on his food, never looking up from it.

      Mat and Zayden were done eating before her and went to lie down. Lilliana put away the pot after giving out seconds to most of them, then went into her section of Alchan’s tent. Rain and Alchan disappeared next. Emerian silently went away once he realized he was almost alone with Mave and knew that would be uncomfortable. It was a conversation they had already had once on the road.

      Mave moved next to Bryn, where he sat holding his empty bowl. She took it away from him and put it down to be cleaned up in the morning.

      “Come to bed,” she ordered softly, kissing his cheek.

      “I don’t know how any of you can look at me,” he whispered. “I can’t even look at myself in the reflection of stew.”

      “We love you, and people make mistakes,” she murmured as she stood, grabbing his elbow and making him stand as well. Slowly, she led him to their tent and forced him to lie down. They slept in their armor because of the danger and the cold. It stopped them from having intimate time, but she didn’t need to strip Bryn down to make him feel loved.

      And he needed that.

      She straddled him and kissed him, chuckling against his lips as Zayden groaned to the left.

      “Bryn is feeling guilty,” she told them. “And we all know how much I don’t like when one of my males is feeling down.”

      “Ah,” Mat said, moving closer. “Bryn, there’s no reason for you to feel like that. We’re mortal, and we get beat. We can only keep fighting.”

      Zayden came next, silently, wrapping his arms around Bryn and underneath her. She closed her eyes to sleep on top of all three of them, with Bryn trapped in the middle.

      She was done with guilt.

      That spy better hope Luykas catches them. They don’t want me to come back and deal with it. I’m done with guilt. I’m done with people making my family feel guilty and sending us to the brink.

      I’m ready for revenge.
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      “Will you take a walk with me?” Alchan asked her the next morning as everyone worked on breakfast and breaking down the camp.

      “Sure,” she said, frowning as he led them away.

      “You don’t have much farther,” Alchan told her. He pointed down the north road as if he could already see her destination. “Only a couple more days and you’ll see it. After that, probably another five. You’re looking at a week.”

      “Thank you,” she said, looking up at him, wondering why he needed her to say that but willing to do this little dance. “You?”

      “I probably won’t be at the Capital until closer to Al Moro Nat,” he said, wincing. “It’s a long trip, but I might be able to get us moving back south much faster. It’s tucked in the northern edge of Anden, in one of the last livable valleys, like this one. When it was founded, no one wanted it near any borders. You’ll see it one day. The palace of my family was built into the very mountain, with a city around it—all made by the Andinna for the Andinna. Everyone has rooftop landings, window perches, and patios. It’s made out of the very stone of the mountain and valley around it. It’s beautiful.”

      “Then one day, I’ll see it,” she promised.

      “Yes…” Alchan opened and closed his mouth, frowning at her.

      “Out with it, Alchan,” she said, crossing her arms.

      “There’s a little valley near the Capital, half a day’s flight, maybe a little farther. Someone tried to settle it once, but they found it too much work and not close enough to civilization. The old structures had been there as long as I can remember.”

      “Why are you bringing it up now?”

      “Well, it was enough land to sustain about twenty Andinna, but a noble family wanted to use it with a staff, and it never worked out for them because all twenty Andinna would have needed to work to maintain it. A good place to live if someone didn’t need…gold to purchase supplies or something.” Alchan groaned. “I want you to have it,” he declared.

      “What?”

      “Have you not thought about the future?” he asked softly. “I have, just a little. I’ve been thinking about this valley because no mativa wants it. It’s useless to a large community. No family could ever settle in it because there was no support from a community. But you don’t want a mativa. You never have. You’ll work with them, but you don’t need one. I was thinking…it would be a good place for you. A place where you ruled your own little portion of the land and those who lived in it.”

      “That...that sounds wonderful, Alchan.” She could picture it, even though she had never seen the place. Wake up with her husbands and go hunting. If anyone of them wanted to, they could tend the land and grow crops for the family.

      “Yeah…maybe Rain and I can retire there one day, too,” he said softly. “Once I have this…heir everyone wants, and she takes the throne, I could leave the spotlight and hide away with the people I care about.”

      “Yeah, I really like that,” she admitted, nodding. “I wouldn’t mind having my brother for my neighbor one day.”

      “I just wanted to tell you, to give you something to look forward to after the war is over. It’s technically my land, being the king, so it was in my power to do and—”

      She lifted a hand. He stopped talking.

      “Thank you, Alchan. One day, we’ll go look at this valley and see if it’s everything you’re making it out to be. I…I think that would be a good life for me.”

      He gave her a small smile. “I’m glad.” He looked back at the group and sighed. “Time to get on the road.”

      “Indeed,” she agreed, watching Zayden and Bryn taking the horses this morning. She would get to ride again in the afternoon, but she was looking at hanging out in the cart all morning. “Be safe,” she ordered her brother.

      “You, too,” he said, patting her back gently, then walking to Rain and Lilliana. He got into the front of his cart and waved to Mave’s males and nemari, then started moving.

      Mave jumped into the cart and smiled at Mat. Emerian was stuck driving.

      “Let’s go. Alchan says we’re close.”
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      Mave and her males rode for two more days, entering a small forest at the edge of the large valley. Mave didn’t know why, but something felt oddly familiar as they rode through the forest on a thin path that barely fit the wagon.

      Almost as if she walked it before, which was odd because she had never explored Anden. When she was very young, she had been born and protected in the Dragon Spine by her mother in a secret location near her father. As an adult, she explored those same mountains as she fought in her new war, probably retracing the steps of her parents. The farthest north she’d ever been was Kerit, and it was on the coastline. They were weeks and weeks away from the ocean now.

      “Mave, you seem a little out of it.” Zayden was sitting in the driver’s seat of the wagon. “Want to talk about whatever is on your mind?”

      “I feel like I’ve been here,” she answered softly. “I’m trying to remember if there’s any way I could have seen this path before, or if I’m mistaking it for another.”

      “Ah, I know that feeling,” Zayden said, patting the seat next to him. “Come up here.”

      She climbed from the back of the wagon, where she had been napping on their things, to get to his side. As she settled in, he leaned over and kissed her cheek.

      “Does it look any more or less familiar now?” he asked, gesturing around them. Mave looked around, seeing she had the attention of all her males and Emerian, but nothing about the area stood out to her.

      “No,” she said softly. Even still, she couldn’t shake the feeling she had seen this before.

      Not long after, the trees gave way to a clearing, and the view was spectacular. Mave gasped, realizing at that moment exactly where she had seen this vista before.

      “We’re here,” she said softly, standing. Zayden grabbed her breeches to hold her and used his free hand to stop the wagon. “We’re here!”

      “What are you talking about?” Mat asked, pulling his horse to a stop. “Mave?”

      “This is the place I dream of with her,” Mave explained, jumping out of the cart. “This is it! I walk down that path. Everything is silent. I get to this spot, and she’s always waiting for me…” Mave walked to the very spot, leaving her males behind. She went farther down the path and visualized it. It wasn’t a bright day as it usually was in her dreams. It was grey and dreary, common in winter. She stopped right where Kristanya would stand.

      “This is where you would…spar with her?” Bryn asked, frowning as he walked slowly toward her. “Why here?”

      “I don’t know,” Mave answered, looking up to a view she knew by heart.

      There were smaller mountains around them, but the massive peak that stood above the rest was right there. In her dreams, it was just a snow capped peak, but here, it was consumed by storms—the sort of storms that would send an Andinna out of the air and hurtling down to their death. She could see the clouds circling the top half of the mountain at breakneck speeds.

      “What is that?” she asked, pointing.

      “That’s where we’re going,” Mat answered, now off his horse and by her side.

      “It normally doesn’t have a storm,” she whispered, shaking her head. “Why does it have a storm?”

      “That mountain always has a storm,” Zayden explained. “Since the beginning of our people. Some say the male dragons created it to protect the last doorway to the next realm.”

      “One of the last. Everyone gets to go when they die,” Bryn muttered. “Mave, that’s the home of the gods.”

      “And the only place it doesn’t storm is in the realm beyond, according to legend,” Mat said, his voice strange. “Mave…”

      “I wasn’t…dead. I was dreaming,” she said, knowing where his thoughts had led him, thanks to this new information they were giving her. “I would walk the path, and the world was silent. We’d meet right here. For a long time, she just attacked me. She killed me over and over. Eventually, we began to talk. Eventually, I figured out who she was. She never offered her name. I had to glean that for myself. After Lothen, it changed. She trained me. We sparred and talked, and…” Mave had almost begun to see the goddess as a mentor.

      “What changed?” Mat asked softly.

      “Kian died,” Mave answered. “And I broke, and she’s only visited me once since then. When I got back, I learned about Leshaun and this spy and…”

      “What?”

      “I asked if she thought we were going to lose. She said yes. She had so much hope in me, looking back, and I failed her.” Mave lowered her head. “But that’s okay because I’m going to force her to make me her Avatar. If it can give me the power to win this war, then…”

      “I don’t like this,” Zayden growled. “I don’t like that you were dreaming of a literal goddess for two years without telling us. Telling anyone. I don’t like which goddess it is, either. Amonora and Lariana have taken active roles in our world for ages. Look at Varon, a fucking Avatar, which makes sense.”

      “Why?” she asked, needing to understand why that information didn’t bother him.

      “There’s almost always an Avatar of Amonora running around,” he said with a little snappiness. “One dies, you wait a couple of thousand years, and there’s another. I had no idea about Alchan’s family, our rulers, the queens being Avatars of Lariana, but we knew Lariana was…around. The males are in everything, the very lands and air around us. but Kristanya…”

      “She is the inevitable end,” Bryn whispered. “And while we pray to her to guide us in war, war wasn’t her first domain. It was her last. Legends say it went darkness, death, then war, but legends are…legends. I’m with Zayden. I don’t like how any of this has played out. I don’t like the idea yer goin’ to chase down a goddess. I don’t like that ya want to be her Avatar when none of us understand what it could mean. For us and for ya.”

      “Darkness, death, and war,” Mave murmured, looking at the mountain with narrowed eyes. “Well, that’s fine by me. Varon said she and I must have been dancing around each other for centuries, and that’s played a role in my life before, even unknowingly. I need answers about that, and she has them. She has everything I need to sleep easier at night. Everything I need to win this war.”

      “I don’t like how much Varon thinks he knows, either,” Zayden snapped, now genuinely frustrated. “He’s asking you to go up and probably die, Mave!” Zayden pointed, his face getting a little red. “And what good does that do for anyone?”

      “I’m going to die in Anden when we lose this war,” she pointed out to him, as she had before. “Why not die trying to find a way to win it? At least I’m finally at home in the land of my birth. It’s better than dying in Olost or whatever new place Alchan intends to send survivors when everything has fallen to pieces.” She looked back at the wagon and knew they should continue, but not right at that moment.

      This spot was almost keeping her in place. She couldn’t pass it, just like she could never pass Kristanya in her dreams. No matter how much Mave wanted to walk forward and see what lay in front of her, she couldn’t get her feet to move in that direction.

      “We camp here,” she decided. “One last night of reflection before we begin the final leg of this journey. Once we make it to the temple, you’ll stay behind, and I’ll climb.”

      “You heard her,” Mat said as he turned to the other males. “We’re camping here. Mave is a powerful warrior, and while I’m scared, I won’t stop her from doing this. Neither will either of you. We’re her husbands, and this is the last moment we voice our concern. Mave is right. We’re all going to die in Anden this time. Why not make it for something worthwhile?”

      Her heart threatened to burst from her chest as he spoke.

      Why are you so good, Matesh? How was I so lucky to find you in the darkness?

      She realized what she could do here. She looked down at a scar on her arm, given to her by Luykas.

      He’s never going to leave my side, and we both know it. We’ve always known it. Through everything, my first husband has been consistent and brave. He’s helped me build a home and family, unlike any other. He’s grown as much as I have.

      It was one of the two rituals she had asked Leshaun to teach her, hoping to learn away from the males in her life. She hadn’t intended to do it for years, maybe after the war. It had slipped her mind after losing Kian. He had only been her bonded and adopted father, but still, it had hurt. This bond she thought of now was much more binding, much more personal. It took over a year for Mave and Luykas to adjust.

      But Mat and Luykas were not the same. They were different, and that was why she loved them—all of them.

      It’s time.

      “Mat?” she asked softly as Bryn and Zayden went to Emerian, waiting at their things.

      “Yes?” He frowned down at her.

      “Would you be willing…to blood bond with me?” she asked, staring at his emerald eyes, hoping he felt the same way. She was about to have to leave them and possibly die. They only had days left. This was something she wanted with him before it was too late. Her first husband, a male who helped bring her out of the darkness and showed her more things than she could have ever imagined.

      “I…” He seemed stunned. “I would be honored to blood bond with you.”

      She pulled her dagger from her belt and held it up.

      “Right here. Right now.” She didn’t want to waste this moment.

      He shoved his arm out. “Who taught you?”

      “Leshaun,” she answered, her eyes welling up. She did her own arm first, cutting a shallow line from elbow to wrist. She handed the blade to him and noticed his hand was shaking as he took it. “We can stop—”

      “I have never wanted anything more than to be with you,” Mat whispered, his voice rough. “And now you’re giving me the chance to…to…I’m nervous,” he finally said, smiling. “I never thought I would find a woman I wanted to be with, who also let me live my life. I wanted…I guess what Kian had. You gave me so much more.” He started to cut. Because they were careful, the thin injuries they gave themselves weren’t as traumatic as the ones Luykas had done years ago.

      She reached out and grabbed his elbow as he grabbed hers. Their cuts lined up, and Mave felt it happen. Intent was necessary in blood magic, and she wanted to bond with him. She wanted this life beginning to enter her veins to become a piece of her. Her vision changed, and the world around them faded away. She hadn’t been conscious when Luykas bonded them, and he had added his own magics into the mix.

      This was the real thing. She and Mat stood in a black world. His eyes were fully black, not a trace left of his emerald green. Black veins grew from their arms as the blood gave up its energy to create and solidify the bond, moving to their hearts. Mave felt like a piece of something was added to her.

      Then it was done, and they were back on the path, standing before a mountain that could tear them apart once and for all.

      She let go of his arm and pulled him in for a kiss, yanking his chest piece to put him on her level. His arms wrapped around her waist, and she felt weightless as he lifted her. Throwing her legs around his hips, they kissed in their embrace, feeling the new current between them.

      He loved her more than anything. She had known, but now she felt. She loved him in her way, taking note of how perfect and unique he was to her. His devotion and dedication were a touchstone in her life, his willingness to be at her side through everything—from the darkest pits to the top of the world, across oceans, and in battle.

      She could always count on him.

      Two males were cheering, and she hadn’t even realized it until they stopped. Mat chuckled as he put her down, turning her to see them as he did.

      Bryn and Zayden were clapping, both with wide grins.

      “It’s about fuckin’ time,” Bryn teased.

      “You aren’t…” Mave didn’t want to say jealous, but it was on the tip of her tongue. She hadn’t even considered the possibility before she asked Mat, but now she did.

      “No.” Zayden was the one who jumped in and answered. “Bonding is between two people, not a family affair. We’re happy for you and Mat. That’s all. Why be jealous of something I’m personally not ready for?”

      “Same,” Bryn agreed, nodding. “It’ll happen in its own time if it’s ever right for us.”

      “How did I end up with such amazing husbands?” Mave asked, grinning at all three of them as she walked toward the wagon. “Now, let’s get this camp set up.”

      They followed her, Zayden ribbing Mat, as he often did.

      As Mave pulled down a bag from the wagon, her eyes fell on Emerian, who had already set up his own tent and was nearly done setting up their campfire.

      She had to figure out what to do about him, but she needed just a little more time. It was the only dark cloud still hovering over her.
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      Mave went to sleep in Mat’s arms, Bryn and Zayden staying up later to give the two of them time. Mave was glad to have a private moment with him after the bond. They made love, then curled into each other, but when she closed her eyes, the bliss was gone.

      Mave entered a dream. She didn’t stand in the woods. She stood on the path, looking at the large mountain. The trees on the other side of the clearing began to shake.

      Then Kristanya walked into the clearing, each of her steps shaking the ground as if she was something bigger, something more than the wingless Andinna that stood before her.

      And fury blazed in her eyes.

      Mave felt real fear as the goddess drew closer and closer.

      Kristanya didn’t close the distance between them completely. She stood on the path, in Mave’s way, framed by the massive mountain behind her.

      “Every mortal has warned you,” the goddess began, her voice booming and echoing off the distant peaks. “If you continue on this path, you will die.”

      “I’ll die anyway,” Mave answered, stepping forward. “There is only death in my future. There is only death in my past. What difference does it make?”

      “You could save who you can. All you have to do is turn around.” Kristanya snarled. “But I’ll tell you here and now that if you come to me, you will die. I have never named an Avatar, and I will never name an Avatar.”

      “You’ll name me,” Mave snapped. “I’ll convince you.”

      “Then you will be the most recent name in a long line of fools, for only fools think they can stand before me and believe they can hold my power. I do not need a mortal representative. I do not need you.”

      “The Andinna are going to die!” Mave screamed. “Are you okay with that?”

      “Then Andinna will die.” Kristanya was unmoved. “The Andinna would have died, eventually. All things do.”

      “But…” Mave’s heart raced. “You’re one of us. You helped make us!” Mave knew the story now better than she knew those of her parents. Kristanya, who gave up her black wings to the Andinna, so the new people could fly as she had.

      “I am not one of you,” Kristanya said, her voice dropping to a whisper.

      The world tilted, and the ground shook. Mave was knocked down as a large shadow rose over her. When she looked back up, Mave saw something else.

      A dragon stood over her. Black and five times the size of the biggest wyvern Mave had ever seen, Kristanya towered over her, so large, her tail brushed over treetops.

      “I am the darkness. I am the first god, and I will one day be the last. The failings of mortals belong to those who tend to the living. I tend to the dead. I belong to the darkness.”

      “You trained me!” Mave roared. “You came to me!”

      “A mistake I won’t make again due to an errant hope I allowed my sister to breed in me. Death is inevitable. Not even I can help you escape it. If you wish to walk freely toward it, that is your own choice.”

      “There has to be a way!” Mave yelled. “There has to be!”

      “I will give you the same chance I give all the fools. Come to the top of the mountain, home of the dragons. I will give you the same chance I give everyone. And like all the others, your ignorance of what you ask for will be your doom.”

      Kristanya turned and began to walk away.

      Too late, Mave realized something strange about the way the goddess had just spoken to her—empty, lashing out. Devoid of emotion except rage leaking out, an easy emotion to let slip.

      Mave saw something of herself, something sad and personal.

      She had said it herself once. Not even the gods are infallible. I just need one chance.
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      Four days later, they were at the base of the mountain. Mave made her husbands pick up the pace after that dream. She had seen something, and she hoped she was right, but she needed to get to the top of the mountain.

      She had a chance. She just needed to prove to a goddess, this was a path they could take.

      “What are we going to do about the horses?” Mave asked, staring up to her destination. The temple was so far up the mountain, she couldn’t see it or maybe it was on the other side of the mountain.

      “We can leave them here,” Mat answered. “I’m more worried about our supplies. This has to get us home, too.”

      “I could maybe stay down here with everything, but…I made a promise, and I need to see it through,” Emerian said softly from the wagon.

      Mave tried not to growl at those words because they touched her more deeply than she could handle. Why did he have to go down this route? Couldn’t he have chosen to be a less honorable male?

      “I need you up there, too,” she snapped. “You’re my nemari. You have to handle things for me if I die. Help my males if I don’t come back.”

      “And I’m back to being her nemari because suddenly I’m useful again,” Emerian muttered.

      “Then what are we are going to fucking do?” Zayden was frustrated.

      “Maybe I can be of help,” someone said out of Mave’s sight. She had her blades drawn by the time she turned, staring at the direction of the words.

      Standing alone was an older female wearing long robes. Her posture was regal, and her brilliant turquoise eyes were a rare color, a mix of blue and green. They were bright in the black eyes of the Andinna and framed by the tatua covering the female’s face like all Andinna had as adults—except one.

      “And you are?” Mave growled, spinning her swords in her hands.

      “The high priestess of the temple on this mountain. My name is Invia. I pray every day, and last night, I received a vision of this spot. Now I see why.”

      “You’re willing to help us?” Mat stepped closer. “Because…”

      “I’ll lead you to our stables. They’ve been unused for a long time because horses were a rare commodity in recent centuries.”

      “How have you survived here?” Zayden inquired, leading the horses to turn the cart. The female began to walk away, talking as she moved.

      “Many priests and priestesses hid their temples as the Elvasi swallowed our country. They couldn’t reach us, and we were very careful. We hunted when no one was near and farmed as we could on the mountain. The dragons provided for their faithful here in Anden. We kept up with our duties and maintained several places of worship away from the coastline, where we knew the Elvasi had ended up.”

      “The land was too hard for them,” Bryn explained.

      “As it should be,” the priestess said, a smile in her words. “This land doesn’t belong to Andinna, it belongs to dragons. Just because they defeated the Andinna doesn’t mean they took the land. Still, it wasn’t safe to do much other than survive.”

      “I know someone who would disagree with you. A husband of mine has a theory that we made the land hostile to others by our blood sacrifices to it, every spring for thousands and thousands of years. Elvasi magic doesn’t work as well, if at all, here.”

      “Does your husband have much faith in the gods?” The priestess seemed aloof and a little arrogant as if she knew Luykas and had already decided his theory was not valid compared to her own.

      “No,” Mave admitted. “But I like his theory better. I’ve never had much respect for the gods. They’re so important, but where were they during the last war? Why can’t we mortals be something needed and important, too? Why do they get all the credit?” Mave jerked her chin up, her intentions clear.

      The priestess stopped, her eyes going fierce at Mave’s words.

      “You disrespect them,” she snapped.

      “Yeah, and Kristanya fucking knows it,” Mave growled with a smile.

      “High Priestess, please take us where we need to go, so we can continue our journey,” Mat said gently, coming up on the female’s other side. “Before you get the sharper side of my wife’s tongue. We can leave philosophical questions for a different day.”

      “That wasn’t the sharp side?” Invia seemed surprised by Mat’s words.

      “No.” Mat looked around the priestess and gave an arrogant, knowing smirk. “That wasn’t the sharp side.”

      Invia looked at Mave with new respect and continued the long walk as they moved around the base of the mountain and up a low-grade slope. Finally, they found the stable, old, but still standing. Mave’s husbands jumped into action and got the horses inside, feeding them after they were groomed and settled with blankets to protect them from the cold. Mave grabbed her most important bag and swung it over her shoulder, waiting with the high priestess.

      “So, there’s a war in the Dragon Spine again. Is it safe to assume you’ve come from it?”

      Mave raised an eyebrow. “Yes.”

      “And? How do things go?”

      “Poorly.” Mave saw no reason to lie. If she and Alchan failed, everyone would know by spring, the end was coming.

      “What do you do? You’re obviously a warrior, but how did you end up here?”

      “I’m Maevana Lorren Amori, and I was once the King’s Champion. I’m here because I’m desperate.” Mave turned her gaze to the female as she heard a gasp and saw the small, open mouth. “Let me guess. You knew my parents.”

      “I did,” she said softly. “I know your brother. He stopped in on us during the last thousand years, making sure we were still safe and had enough food. I heard a whisper about you, but rumors and gossip don’t reach me. I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you. Now I see it. Your eyes—”

      “Are my father’s eyes. Yes.” Mave had heard all of these things before. The fact it was still coming up was threatening to drive her insane.

      “Where did the Amori name come from?”

      “My parents…my adopted parents,” Mave clarified. “Technically, I think my full name is actually Maevana Lorren Amori Andini or something, because one of my husbands is Luykas Andini, the king’s brother and prince of the Andinna, but I never claimed the name. Alchan offered it, but I’m not a royal. I’m a warrior.”

      “Those two things aren’t mutually exclusive,” the high priestess reminded her. “But you are right. If that’s not the name you wanted, it’s not your name.”

      “We’re ready!” Mat called out. Mave lifted a thumb in the air, confirming she heard him. He tapped Zayden and Bryn to follow him, and they walked over to the wagon, where Mave and the high priestess were waiting.

      “Let me show you the greatest temple of our people,” the high priestess said with no short amount of pride. She jumped into the air and began to fly.

      Mave waited for a moment, testing her wing. It was healed, and she could fly, but again a force tried to tell her not to continue. Mave growled, then jumped into the air, her males following. She followed the female high into the air, seeing the dangerous hazards on the mountainside that protected the temple as they arrived.

      It was magnificent. Black-and-white marble came out of the mountain, building the outer half of the temple. As Mave got closer, the winds grew dangerous, and she knew it was the storm above them, trying to chase off those who would dare come to this place.

      She landed on the giant entry. Flat marble jutted out of the mountain, enough space for Rain and several other wyverns to land if they needed to. She took in the view below as her males landed, all of them panting after they finally made it through the fierce winds.

      Mave ignored the soft chatter around her and turned to see the temple entrance. Seven pillars held up the front of the building, one situated directly in the middle. They weren’t simple and classic like the Elvasi. Each was actually a dragon statue, their back feet on the ground. They rose up and up, their heads holding up the ceiling.

      “I’ve never seen a temple like this,” Bryn whispered.

      “Me neither,” Zayden said in a similarly hushed voice. “It’s glorious.”

      “Now, I see why people took pilgrimages to see this. I never got it growing up, but now I understand,” Mat said, awe in his words.

      Mave wasn’t as overwhelmed. She saw history and greatness just as they did. She saw beauty. And it did little for her. She was impressed, but she wasn’t awed.

      She was too angry with Kristanya to allow herself to be awed.

      “Welcome. Now, come, and I’ll show you where you can pray.”

      “I’m not here to pray,” Mave said, not moving, even though her husbands began to follow Invia. When Invia looked at her, Mave looked up, beyond the temple at the mountain itself. “I’m here to climb.”

      “Do your males intend to climb with you?” Invia’s entire demeanor changed in a second, from proud to unknown. Mave couldn’t read her anymore.

      “No,” she answered.

      “Then you need to come with me. I’ll show you and tell you what you need to know. Your males can stay in the temple for as long as they need, but…we have a rule. Those waiting on pilgrims to the top must leave at the end of the season.”

      “Because I’m probably dead.”

      “Yes. Come.” As they followed her in, Invia snapped her fingers and pointed at the males. “These are her husbands and her nemari. They need rooms for a possibly extended stay. Maevana Lorren Amori is here to climb.”

      Gasps from the priests and priestesses around the group made Mave looked around quickly, seeing a dozen of them standing in the dark shadows watching.

      Her males were ushered away from her, and Mave’s heart began to pound.

      “Will I be able to see them before I leave?”

      “You have declared your intent to climb to the Dragon’s Nest, the peak of this great mountain. You have forty-eight hours to settle your affairs and learn before you leave. If you back out, you will leave having been banished from this place, for we don’t take these things lightly. One chance—that is all you have, and you have already begun.” Mave looked at her husbands as Invia led her away. “Once you and I are finished talking, you can spend the next two days doing as you please.”

      She led Mave to a large inner courtyard, somehow kept alive in the midst of the storm. Mave looked up and gasped. A glass ceiling let the minimal light available through and kept the storm from penetrating. It was deceptively warm as well. Mave found small fireplaces built around the side in areas where it wouldn’t set the plants on fire.

      They ended up going into a quiet room at the back of the temple, or what Mave thought was the back. Invia offered Mave a seat, then took another across a table.

      “Why do you wish to climb?” Invia asked, grabbing a large book and flipping to a blank page, then readied a quill. “We have all those who come tell their story, for remembrance.”

      Mave understood. In case anyone came looking, the story was written.

      Mave told her story from the beginning—her childhood, her time as a slave and a gladiator, her evolution into the warrior she was now, her freedom, her journey through Olost and the Elvasi attack. It went on and on.

      Mave spoke of her first dream of Kristanya, which made the high priestess stumble for a moment, the only time the high priestess messed up as Mave continued on through the war.

      And finally, to her argument with Alchan.

      “So…the secret about the royal family has finally escaped their tight lips,” the female whispered. “Interesting. Also bold of you to send your king to his death.”

      “My king is…” Mave trailed off. “My brother is a good male who deserves his place in history as a great king who tried to exhaust every resource to save his people. And I will do everything in my power to give him that.”

      Invia only nodded.

      Mave finished her story with finding Invia.

      “Now, I’m here with you to ask the goddess Kristanya to make me her Avatar in the hope it grants me the ability to win this war.”

      “No one knows what an Avatar of Kristanya could do, but you seem to have great belief in the idea,” Invia pointed out. “Others went to Kristanya for the same reason, hoping it granted them the power to keep their loved ones from dying. Control over her darkest forces, so they could subvert them. In a way, you are doing the same.”

      “In a way, but she’s not just the goddess of darkness and death. She is also the goddess of war, and that's what I’m hoping to draw on.”

      “Of course.” Invia closed the book and set it aside. “You climb for a long time. Only four Andinna have ever returned from this journey, and it took many weeks. They never told anyone what they found at the peak. You could get there and find nothing.”

      “I have the feeling that won’t be the case,” Mave whispered, thinking of what Kristanya told her.

      “Certainly. You’ve had more access to the goddess Kristanya than any other Andinna. She’s always been most withdrawn. We know her in our blood as warriors. We know her on the night of Al Moro Nat. We know her at our end. No Andinna has ever truly known her while they’ve been alive.”

      “I can’t say I know her well, but she took an interest in me, and now, I’m going to see it through, even if she thinks it’s pointless. I have so many questions for her, and I’m going to get answers while I’m up there.” Mave decided she wanted to change the subject. There was so much about her and her life that was hard and terrible, but Varon had seemed sure, and now Mave needed the truth. “What should I expect?”

      “A journey that will do its best to kill you. It’s winter, but even if it wasn’t, you would still freeze. As you go up, the storm grows worse. It’s constant snow, year-round. There’s nothing alive, so you’ll need to ration. Forget taking water. It will freeze. That’s really all I can say.”

      Mave nodded. “Is that all?”

      “That’s all,” Invia said softly. “Good luck to you. I’ll come for you when it’s time. You have free roam of the temple.”

      Mave left, heart racing as she realized this was happening. No one could stop her now. She only had forty-eight hours to prepare. There was a long list of things she needed to get through. She found her husbands first, asking a priest to point them out. They were settling into a large room together.

      “I leave in two days,” she told them. “I’ll spend tonight with you, but tomorrow night, I need to do something before I leave.”

      “Come in here then, and stop wasting time,” Mat ordered.

      She did as he asked, closing the door behind her. She fell into the bed, and they rolled around, enjoying each other’s bodies as if it would be their last time. Food was left outside the door, and they ate it between those moments.

      They went and went until they collapsed, letting Mave have a dreamless sleep.

      Kristanya had given her the one warning the goddess was willing to give.

      There would be no other.
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      The next day, Mave got their help with preparing her bag. She would only take one. She planned on taking her weapons because she never left them anywhere. They packed in bags and bags of their jerky for her to eat on the climb. If she rationed, she could do an entire month with what they gave her. Mat added several bags of straight spice he liked to cook with.

      “It’ll hurt but warm you. Just throw it in your mouth and eat it,” he explained. “It’s a stupid trick and will only fool your mind, but sometimes, that’s needed.”

      “Or throw it on snow. Also, snow…make sure you only eat the freshest snow for water. Anything else could get you sick. Can’t even promise fresh would be better, but it’s the best option,” Zayden rambled.

      “I know,” she whispered.

      “I hate this,” he said, repeating what he’d been saying the entire trip. “But I know you have to do it.

      “What’s your plan for tonight?”

      “Emerian,” she answered, looking at the male who asked. Bryn raised his eyebrows. “I need to…say some things to him. Also, Leshaun taught me how to do his tatua, and…that’s mine to do. He’s earned them. He’s…just like you three. Honorable and aggravating.”

      “Something changed in him after that mission,” Mat said softly.

      “He became one of us.” She was positive, and it scared her. “So, I’m going to do his tatua, then release him from this…quest to protect me. He needs to become his own male. He’s there, right on the edge, and it’s time he’s released from the place he’s been stuck in.”

      “He was barely your nemari for two-and-a-half seasons,” Bryn huffed. “Do you really think he’s ready?”

      “Yes. And…” She stood up and went to the little glass peephole in their room, which gave them a view to the outside world. The sun was falling. “It’s time for me to deal with this. I’ve been avoiding him for too long, hoping for the right moment. I might die and never have the chance, which makes this…the perfect time. I need to settle my affairs.”

      She kissed each of them and walked out. Stopping the first priestess she saw, she asked for two bowls, a large pitcher of water, and a washcloth. Mave had the dagger she needed.

      “Also, do you know which room my nemari is in?”

      “He’s there,” she said, pointing to the door across from her. “He hasn’t come out since your arrival. I’ll bring those items for you.”

      “Thank you,” Mave said softly, nodding respectfully. She turned to Emerian’s door and knocked softly. When the male opened the door, she realized his eye patch was gone. She hadn’t seen it fully healed. He kept it bandaged on the road and wore an eyepatch at all times.

      Her stomach twisted.

      His pretty face was half-ruined, and it was her fault. One of his stunning ruby eyes was gone, and it was her fault. She didn’t know how she could live with herself, but she had to. She had to keep moving forward and hope what she was about to do would be anywhere near enough for both of them.

      “Is there something you need?” he asked, his expression more distrustful than she had ever seen it. That was an impressive feat, one she wished she hadn’t accomplished. He’d come to Anden looking for a place to belong, and he had found it.

      Until she turned away from him and gave him the coldness locked away in her heart. She had lashed out, and it was time to fix it.

      “I leave at dawn. You and I need to speak if you’ll allow it.”

      He moved, opening his door wider and lowered his head as she walked past him. They had given him a wonderfully big room as well. Maybe it was all they had in the temple.

      “You told me to never see you again,” he whispered. “And I knew it would piss you off, but I couldn’t do as you asked.”

      “Because you made a promise to my father,” she said with a sigh. “Thank you for upholding that promise to him. I’m here to free you from it.”

      “Really?” He didn’t seem okay with it. She had hoped it would bring him some relief, but nothing about him seemed okay with her plans.

      “Yes. I might die on this mountain, trying to do something no one else has ever done. I need to know you’ll continue finding your place in our world. And…in honor of that, tonight, I’ll give you your tatua.”

      He walked by her, rubbing his face. “Are you?”

      “Yes. If you want it from me, it’s time. You changed over our mission. Everyone has seen it. Right now, you are everything a male Andinna hopes to be—dedicated and honorable, willing to go to the edges of the earth for what you believe—”

      “For a female,” he corrected softly. “A male Andinna is willing to go to the edges of the earth for his female.”

      Her heart rate jumped again. “Excuse me?”

      He turned back to her, looking annoyed, frustrated, and…disappointed.

      “I…I naively hoped to catch your eye as your nemari. You asked me to look at females and try to find happiness, then Luykas dumped me onto you.” He laughed bitterly, leaning over to cover his face again. “I didn’t really understand what anything meant until you tried to turn me away.” He straightened, glaring at her when his hand dropped. “You were furious, and I decided I wasn’t going to budge. Even if you never wanted me, you were the Champion, my mentor, and the female I was going to dedicate my life to. Not just for your father, but for me because it all clicked at that moment.” He was yelling, and Mave realized she had vastly misjudged Emerian. Oh, he looked Elvasi, but the core of him was Andinna, just like Luykas. His fury at her was reasonable. She had hurt him, and now she was answering for it.

      “You’re an unstoppable force, and I decided I would become an unmovable object. Even if you never turned my way, I would be there, watching your back because I promised, but I…I gave that promise because that was where I wanted to be. Not just for Kian, but for you.” He was breathing hard. She opened her mouth, but he continued. “Because that is my duty. To protect and defend the female who means something to me. Since I arrived in Anden, you were there. I watched you with your husbands and learned more from that than any lesson. Luykas gave me a chance. I look at him as an older brother I never had. That’s how they are. They give everything of themselves to you.”

      “I never wanted you to…” She shook her head, unable to find the right words. “I never expected that from you, Emerian. I was supposed to train you. I was supposed to protect you. You were so…”

      “Naïve,” Emerian growled. “Well, I’m not anymore. Now, you come in here and decide you’re done with me? Fine. You can send me away, but I’m always going to throw my body in the way of an arrow coming for you. I’m always going to do everything I can to keep you alive. I don’t need to be in your life for that. You can pretend I don’t exist. Fine. Maybe one day I’ll meet a female and settle down, but that won’t stop me from dying for you. I don’t know how to turn it off now that it’s been turned on.”

      A soft knock stopped Mave from replying, but in the end, she was grateful. It gave her valuable time to think about how to fix this. She answered the door, taking what she wanted from the priestess. Before Mave could close it, the priestess came in with two stools and put them down, bowing before she walked back.

      Mave was now on the opposite side of something she had gone through before. Once, she had been in her room, and Mat had come. He offered her the last piece of her identity, or so she had believed at the time—acceptance into a culture that had rejected her for so long.

      “Let’s do this,” she whispered, using a foot to push one of the stools to him. “It’s a ritual done in the nude. Mat can do it if you’re uncomfortable with me.”

      “Are you comfortable with me?” he asked, his nostrils flaring. “After everything I just said?”

      She laughed softly, realizing one little thing she needed to tell him, one little secret she had kept to herself and her female friends for months.

      “Emerian…from the moment I saw you in the crowds coming off those ships, I have thought of you as pretty, beautiful, even.” Smirking, she put the bowls down and started to open her wrapped top. “Seeing you naked doesn’t make me uncomfortable at all. In fact, I used to watch you and Trevan train and think of taking off your armor piece by piece to reveal your smooth, dark skin. Your ruby eyes were something I could daydream about, even when I was satisfied by four males. You’re so attractive, I know several females who would kill for the chance, actually. I never tried to act on it or think about it once you became my nemari because it could have been seen as improper. Believe me when I say that has been a struggle at some points.”

      That surprised him. Finally, she wasn’t the only one off-balance.

      She continued to strip, not bothering to look away from him or hide herself. This wasn’t supposed to be an overtly sexual ritual. When she was nude, she sat down on the stool and poured water from the pitcher into the larger bowl.

      “Sit,” she ordered when she saw the last of his clothing drop.

      He did as she asked, his chest rising and falling as if he was trying to control his breathing.

      She cut into her wrist and bled into the smaller bowl.

      “This will sting,” she whispered. “Close your eyes and lean your head back.” She pushed his hair from his forehead before beginning the slow pour.

      Intent is necessary in blood magic. Reveal the tatua on his skin and begin his story. This will be what Kristanya reads at his final judgment. This is Emerian of the Andinna and of the Elvasi, and his journey has now officially begun.

      She hadn’t watched her own, but now she could finally see. She sat back down and saw how it roamed his skin and rested, creating the sharp and curved patterns that were his story, unique to him. She saw him wince, but he bore it.

      Finally, the blood settled, then turned black and died, all of its energy expended. She lifted the bowl of water to his chest.

      “Dunk your head forward,” she commanded in the gentlest voice she could. She helped wash him, and when his head came up, she gasped.

      His tatua was the exact blood red she had believed it would be, matching his beautiful horns, wings, and tail. It stood out on his skin, making him look even more beautiful than he had been. It also added a level of danger to his look, the blood-red a promise to his enemies, he would spill theirs.

      “How do I look?” he asked softly, touching his face. “I can’t see.”

      “I forgot a mirror,” she said, regretting that. “But…” She reached out tentatively and began to trace the lines, and he leaned into it. “This is how it goes. It’s the same color as everything else, just like I hoped it would be.”

      “Is that all you needed of me tonight? We’re done now?”

      “Is there anything you want to resolve?” she asked in return. “If there was anything else, now is that time.”

      Reaching out, he grabbed her hip, and she leaned into him, leaving her stool. He met her halfway.

      “I feel bad,” he admitted. “Your husbands…”

      “I’ve said goodbye to them already,” she promised.

      If I’m going to die up there to Kristanya, I might as well take this shot while I have it. I might not get another chance.

      He kissed her. It was nervous and tentative, but only for a second. She ran her hands through his hair and growled softly. His grip tightened. It was a combination of her climbing on his lap and him pulling her. Months of attraction poured between them, well-kept secrets now exposed. The raw sexual attraction between them would become unavoidable once this was all over. She knew she would never see him in the same way again, and not just because of the sex. Irreparably changed, Emerian now called to the dark, protective part of her heart.

      She’d broken him, and she felt the need to give him something for that. And in the process, she would take this experience for herself, a memory she could look back on fondly if she died.

      Or maybe a new member of her family if she lived.

      We won’t know until it’s already decided.

      He was hard under her. She ground against him, delighting in the feeling of him. His large hands held her tightly, his fingertips sliding over her skin as she taunted and teased him.

      Their mouths were never apart, and it felt so wonderful as it slipped through her bonds, needing to share this feeling. In her bonds with two males, one close and one far, she felt humor. They had known and never mentioned anything to her. They had figured this would happen and rooted her on in silence. She knew in the morning, Mat would have already told Zayden and Bryn.

      She gasped as those large hands slipped lower and grabbed her ass. He readjusted her and was able to slide halfway into her before lifting her off him again.

      “Emerian,” she moaned.

      Lifting them off the stool, he kicked it aside, making no mistake what he wanted. He took them to the floor, his hard body between her legs, shoved into her, and began to move. Mave clung to him, letting him have his way for the moment. She admired his arms—great to bite and hold on to. She admired his thin waist—the perfect width for her legs to wrap around.

      He drove her to the first orgasm, pounding into her as she rode it, her body squeezing him. As it subsided, she decided to test his boundaries a little and go for her favorite position. She rolled him and began to ride, delighted by his growl and groan.

      That was when she learned Emerian had some fight in him. He grabbed her hips and pulled her off. Wanting to see what he would do, she didn’t fight. This night was about her knowing Emerian, not making him a husband. She didn’t need to claim him. She just wanted to enjoy him and could leave the rest for when she came back alive. Mave found herself on her knees, with him behind and over her, sliding in from the back.

      He thrust into her with power she didn’t expect, the level of roughness making her only want more. She pushed back on him, wanting him deeper and harder, and he gave her that, furious and frantic, hammering into her like his life depended on it.

      Mave hit that delicious point where all she could do was scream and beg for him to give her relief. She had never expected this of Emerian, but she was glad it was there.

      He pushed her flat to the floor, her legs open for him to continue thrusting into her. His hands on either side of her head, she held his arms, her nails biting into them until he bled.

      Then it changed, and he gave her a handful of purposeful, deep thrusts, overfilling her, making her gasp, and sending her over the edge into bliss as her body began to shake from the pleasure. He roared and shoved in one last time, harder than before, and finished. She felt him come inside her as sweat dripped onto her back.

      It took them several moments to regain any sort of coherent thought. He sprawled out, and she decided to lie over him and enjoy the physical intimacy.

      “What am I to you now?” he asked softly. Her eyes had been drifting closed, and the question made them fly open.

      “I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “That’s a question we have to answer if I come back.”

      “And if you don’t?”

      “Then we were a pleasant moment for each other, and I hope you move on and are happy with some female who isn’t always trying to die for some far-off goal like freedom,” she whispered, kissing his neck.

      His arms wrapped around her and moved her further on top of him. He was hard again, and she sank down on him, already sore, but it only added its own pleasure.

      “Then I guess we need to enjoy this while we can,” he whispered.

      “I guess we do,” she murmured, riding him.
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        * * *

      

      Mave stood at a massive ornate door the next morning, four males behind her and High Priestess Invia before her.

      “Once you go through this door, you either reach the top of the mountain, or you die,” she said softly. “Cut your palm and touch it.”

      Mave pulled out the dagger she had used the night before and looked back at the males.

      Mat stood tall, looking as prepared as he would ever be for this. He stood suspiciously close to Emerian as though he was planning on pouncing the male if it was needed. Zayden and Bryn were there, stoic and silent.

      “If I don’t come back, promise me one thing,” she whispered. “I know you’ll hate it, but do it for me. Get Senri out of Anden. Before it all goes to hell, get Senri, Willem, and Gentrin to leave. They have a baby on the way. I won’t accept my little sibling dying over my failure.”

      “You’re not going to ask us to leave, too?” Zayden raised an eyebrow.

      “No, you three will do what you think is right,” she said, smiling. They would go and fight the Elvasi as long as they could.

      And they would die.

      I have to do this.

      I have to make it back from this.

      Failure is no longer an option…for any of us.

      She cut her palm, then walked to the door and smeared her blood on it, demanding it let her through to continue on this journey.

      It creaked and opened slowly, revealing the snowy landscape that waited for her.

      She stepped out alone, and the door closed with a boom.

      It’s just me and you now, Kristanya.
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      They rode for nearly three more weeks after leaving Mave at the crossroads. Rain spent the entire journey worried for Alchan and watching—watching and waiting for his time to strike. He saw how Lily lost her tongue whenever she spoke to Alchan and blushed a light pink when he looked at her.

      How his husband was so oblivious was beyond Rain, but Alchan was either pretending he didn’t see or was truly a fool. This pretty, curvy female was so entranced by Alchan’s dominance, she sometimes forgot she was working on something. Rain thought it was the cutest thing he had ever seen. He felt damn guilty for thinking she could ever be a threat to his relationship with Alchan. She was unobtrusive, kind, and gentle.

      Rain also saw how she looked at him. There was the beginning of genuine love there, and while Rain could never offer her everything romantically, he was fine fulfilling the needs in her life he could. He could support her and try to make her happy—everyone deserved their own slice of happiness. He could speak up for her—his submissiveness was mostly by choice, personal preference. He wasn’t trapped like she was. So, when Rain saw her looking at him with innocent love in her eyes, he smiled and hoped she saw the love he could give back to her.

      “Here we are,” Alchan said back to them. Lily yawned and pushed away the blankets Rain had laid over her. Rain smirked as she glared at him. He liked taking care of her, even when she got a little indignant. He stood first, extending a hand, so she could stand as well.

      He was born outside of Anden, so the last couple of years were his first time seeing Anden. The Capital was the crowning jewel—a massive city and castle carved into a mountain, sprawled out in the giant, fertile valley with a beautiful, mirror-like lake in the center.

      “It’s…Are we going to live here one day?” he asked.

      “Oh, yes,” Alchan answered, happiness and sadness in his voice. Rain reached out and touched his husband’s back. “I grew up in an estate on the far end of the valley, but I spent time in the palace with my grandmother and aunts. I moved in when Luykas arrived from the Empire. He moved in with me. Our grandmother gave us adjoining rooms, so we could get to each other if anything happened. It also gave us privacy. Two dominant males and all that.”

      “That sounds wonderful,” Rain said, leaning over to kiss the back of Alchan’s head. “Are we going to go into the city today?”

      “We are,” he whispered, sounding apprehensive under his normal strength and surety.

      Rain knew much of Alchan’s story. They spent late nights talking about everything his husband had gone through, but there was one thing he never had confirmed.

      “Have you seen it at all since the end of the War?” Rain asked, hopping into the seat next to Alchan as they moved.

      “No…no, I haven’t. I’ve never seen the city empty like this and never saw what sort of damage the Elvasi probably did.”

      “How…how did you know your family was gone, then?” There was a hole in the story. He felt terrible asking, but he also wanted to know what he was walking into. He could ask Alchan anything and hoped this wasn’t finally the thing that crossed the line.

      “The assassins who killed them came after me. When they were defeated…we searched their bodies and found all of these…trophies,” Alchan explained, reaching out with one hand to tap the emblem Rain wore, a silver pin with a sword and wings, the symbol of the royal family. “I was able to claim them. Lost some over the years, and they break from wear and tear, but…that’s how I knew, how I know my father was dead, even though I’ve never seen him on Al Moro Nat.”

      “Fuck your father,” Rain said, shrugging. “Who cares about seeing that fucker? I hope that it hasn’t bothered you all these years.”

      “No, it hasn’t,” Alchan promised, giving Rain a smile.

      As they moved down the road and neared the edges of the valley, Lily began to sing softly. Rain looked back to see her patching some breeches for him. She had a soft but beautiful singing voice, he rarely heard. He knew better than to say anything, or she would stop for at least a day. He turned back to the front and laid his head on Alchan’s shoulder, looking down to see something unsurprising.

      His husband was rock hard, but he had not been only a moment before. Rain and Alchan stole moments on the road, but it wasn’t enough for a male like Alchan—especially a male like Alchan, who had two people he wanted to fuck into oblivion right next to him, all the time and couldn’t do much about it. Rain had watched for those signs during the trip and found them. Rain had seen how his husband sometimes watched Lily. She had a bounce to her that probably drove his husband mad. A few times, Rain felt so bad for Alchan’s need, he handled it himself. Rain was surprisingly okay with Alchan wanting Lily. It would give Rain a much-needed break if he ever needed it and would give Alchan even more enjoyment in his life, something Rain felt his husband never had enough.

      I bet fucking a female is a completely different feeling from a male, so it’s not like she and I really compare. And that’s how all Andinna families are. If a male is tired, another male can meet the female’s need. In a strange twist, Alchan is the female in this dynamic. If it works out, I’ll need to tell Mave. She would laugh.

      Even better, it wasn’t only Alchan who was a fool. Rain hadn’t been able to ask her, but he was certain Lily had no idea how Alchan reacted to her. It would be downright comical if it wasn’t so pathetic. Lily could finally have the family she craved if she spoke up, and Alchan could finally have the heir he needed if he said something, yet neither of them spoke to the other more than necessary.

      Rain just watched and waited, hoping his moment to strike came soon. It had to because they were entering the Capital, and Alchan could die soon. Leaving this open, without resolution, wasn’t something Rain was willing to allow. If Alchan became the Avatar of Lariana, there was no way Rain would be able to convince Lily to go through with her feelings. He could potentially be terrifying. Rain was still unsure of this whole thing, but he thought Alchan would survive whatever was going to happen. He believed in his husband and king.

      He couldn’t believe otherwise because it was too painful to consider for longer than a moment.

      “Do you think Mave is…doing her thing now?”

      “Yes,” Alchan answered softly. “I’m positive. She would have made it to her destination two weeks ago, and the moment she told any of those priests or priestesses what she wanted, her timer would have started. There are rules,” he explained.

      “How do you know? Have you ever considered it?”

      “No, not me or Luykas. We had to be educated in many of the practices of our priests and priestesses by the High Priestess of Lariana. She taught us everything I know about the priesthoods.” Alchan paused, darkness passing through his eyes. “You almost met her once,” he said, visibly swallowing.

      “Really?”

      “She was…she gave her life for us in Ellantia. Arjana. I didn’t even recognize her, thanks to everything that had happened to her and the situation we were in. Then she told me her name, and I remembered. I still wish I could have saved her, but I wasn’t going to force her to go if she didn’t want to.”

      “I didn’t know…” Rain was a little lost. “Have you been keeping that to yourself all this time?”

      “No,” Alchan assured him. “Luykas and I had a drink in her name that next Al Moro Nat…two years ago now. It’s right around the corner.”

      “It is,” Rain whispered, nodding. Ellantia felt like a hundred years ago. It was both an age ago and yesterday.

      They rode to the stairs leading to the palace, Lily’s singing dying off. Alchan sighed, looking around.

      “Well, I guess we can camp right here,” he said. He was out of the wagon before Rain could move. Alchan held out a hand and helped him down, even though it wasn’t necessary. Rain then watched Alchan do the same for Lily, even touching her lower back to make sure she got down safely. He still didn’t mention it as they made camp, and Lily made a meal for them. Once the tent was up, Rain caught his husband and held him.

      “Come here,” he murmured, letting a hand drift down. “Let me help you out.” He leaned into Alchan and licked his neck, teasing the male with a reminder of what Rain could do with his tongue.

      Alchan growled and grabbed his hair.

      “You are insatiable,” the king accused, then kissed him.

      “No, you are. You’re the one always ready to take me at a moment’s notice,” Rain reminded him. “I’m just willing to take everything you have to give me.”

      Alchan growled again, but nothing went further. Rain’s hand was removed from Alchan’s body.

      “She’s awake,” Alchan whispered in his ear. “I don’t want to be like that with her. She would have to listen. I would rather she was asleep or we’re a little farther from camp. You know that.”

      “I just figured you wouldn’t want her to have to see it, though I’m sure she’s already seen a lot.” Rain sighed. “Fine.”

      “Rain.” Alchan’s tone demanded his attention. “I don’t want to make this trip worse for her by fucking you and making it awkward like that morning in the kitchen. I’m feeling guilty enough right now.”

      “Why do you feel guilty?” Rain murmured, nipping his husband’s ear. He already knew, but it would be infinitely easier if his husband just admitted it. This was, however, the first time he got Alchan to admit something of his feelings about this situation.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” Alchan said, groaning. “Don’t press.”

      “We’re here, and you could die soon, so I would rather the truth came out,” Rain retorted. “I’m your Consort. Your husband. Whatever it is, we can weather it.”

      Alchan looked toward the tent door, then back at Rain.

      “Let’s go for a walk,” Alchan ordered. Rain followed him, kissing Lily on top of the head right where Alchan could see. Alchan’s eyes went wide, but nothing more.

      “We’ll be back in a moment,” he promised the little female he protected and cared for.

      “I’ll be here,” she promised in return. Smiling, she reached out and touched his cheek. “You two stay safe.”

      “We will.” Rain followed his husband, who stood farther away. “So…”

      “Don’t hate me, but if you want to know, I’ll admit it.” Alchan groaned, looking back one more time before pulling Rain to follow him down a different street, out of sight of the little ahren. “I want her.”

      “Oh,” Rain said, his eyes going wide. “Does anyone else know?”

      “I told Mave. That’s one of the reasons I kept her around, even as things went to hell. I wasn’t comfortable being around Lady Lilliana, so I wanted Mave as a contingency plan.” Alchan leaned on a wall, looking at the sky. “I’m sorry. I know you are with only me, and I feel as though I’m betraying something between us. You…are so important to me. You are a male who gives me what I want and what I need. I love you and I want you.”

      Rain walked closer, letting Alchan pull him into his chest between his outstretched legs, then leaned his forehead onto Alchan’s chest.

      “But I want her. I think it’s what we are. She’s so…supple and soft and bendable.” Alchan moaned as Rain reached down and once again proved just how much Alchan wanted the female. “She would do anything, and that appeals to a really dark place in me.”

      “Have you ever considered your way of doing things might appeal to her?” Rain asked softly. He found his time to strike, and it felt like losing a leash. “I know something you don’t, my wonderful king and husband.” He looked up and nipped his king’s bottom lip before capturing that mouth in a kiss. “I am an Andinna male. I know how this goes. Take whoever you want, just as long as you stay mine as well because I will always be yours.”

      “Excuse me?” Alchan raised an eyebrow, his words disbelieving.

      “You heard me. She and I talk about everything. You think you haven’t come up?” Rain pulled away, leaving his lover bereft. “I’ve known, Alchan. I’ve watched you this entire trip. I always watch you, anyway, so it wasn’t hard. I’ve known how you react to her. You think I don’t notice my husband get hard when he watches her ass bounce? Or her tits? She’s very…curvy. She doesn’t do it for me, but I care about her. Her circumstances speak to me, and I want her happy, but she’s living under Leria’s badly executed intentions.”

      “Rain, what are you trying to say?” Alchan said with an edge.

      “I shouldn’t say all this, but…” Rain shook his head sadly at the confused expression on his king’s face. “You two are hopeless, and it’s sad. Really. Alchan, if you walked up to her right now and beckoned her to your bed, she would go. Not because she’s been ordered, but because she genuinely finds you attractive. You’re the first Andinna who has ever done that for her. And you know what else? I would be okay with it if that’s really what you’re worried about. I would have no problem watching you fuck her until she’s limp and exhausted, just as long as you were still willing to take me the next night or maybe even right after.”

      Rain started to walk away, but Alchan grabbed him.

      “Are you playing with me?” Alchan snapped, glaring. “Are you…trying to get me to hook up with her, so I have kids?”

      “Kids aren’t even the problem,” Rain snapped back. “How dare you.”

      “Then why are you meddling in this?” Alchan snarled.

      “Because I love you, and one day I’m going to die, and you will have at least a thousand years left. You have the right to be happy every moment of every day. You shouldn’t have to deprive yourself of something because you are scared of yourself when you have no reason to be. I’m tired of watching you hurt yourself, Alchan, and I refuse to be someone you use to hurt yourself. Consider this my blessing for you to court Lady Lilliana, or rather, my wonderful, beautiful female, Lily. I’m not asking you to fuck her right now, but I’m tired of watching you kill yourself slowly because you are too scared to just ask her what she wants.”

      “If I asked her, would she tell me what you just did?” Alchan was still glaring, but it had softened. Rain had known this would be touchy. Alchan and females were oil and water.

      “Unless you scared her, yes,” Rain snapped but put a hand on Alchan’s chest before either of them thought to move and prove it. “Maybe you should give me a chance to tell her it’s coming, so she knows it’s not unwelcome. She might be worried you’ll be angry because of Leria’s machinations.”

      “Ah…” Alchan groaned. “The Leria problem…I understand now.” His husband turned away. “Rain, I’m…” When Alchan turned back, he threw his hands up. “I’ve never been with a female. Even if this did work out…I don’t know…I mean, I know how it works, but I’ve never done it.”

      Rain raised his eyebrows and tried to accept that bit of knowledge. “Well, that’s something you might want to talk to Lily about.” Rain was grinning as he turned away.

      Finally. We might actually get somewhere now.

      “I’m going to stay and…handle this,” Alchan muttered.

      “Do you want help?” Rain asked, looking over his shoulder and licking his lips.

      “No…not this time,” Alchan said sheepishly. “I…”

      Rain laughed and took the hint. His husband wanted to think about her and didn’t want to use Rain for that. It was a considerate thought, and another reason Rain loved his husband. Rain had been that stand-in before, letting a male whisper some other name while they fucked. Rain had been younger and even hornier than he was now.

      When Rain made it back to the camp, Lily was working on her little project again.

      “He’s into you,” Rain said with a smirk. “We just talked, so if he approaches you on our way home or when we get back, just know that. I told him I’d warn you, so you didn’t think he was mad about Leria or anything like that.”

      “Oh.” He watched her face turn, not the cute light pink but a bright red. “Rain!”

      “It had to happen, and now is the perfect time.” He laid back, grinning. She climbed over him, glaring. They had done this before in front of others, so it wasn’t anything new. “You know you’re into him, and I’m tired of you two dancing around it.”

      “What if I…wanted to surprise him?” she asked, biting her bottom lip.

      “Would you have ever gotten the courage to?” Rain asked, blinking because he never considered that option.

      “No…but really, you should have told me you were going to have that conversation.” She seemed so hurt, he felt something stab him in the heart and something else punched him in the gut.

      “I…yeah, I should have,” Rain said, looking away. “Sorry.”

      “You’ve been more focused on Alchan and me than you have…” She looked up and gestured at the palace behind him. He had purposefully put it behind him when he sat down. “I think you’re avoiding this.”

      “That…” Rain felt the thing he didn’t want to feel—fear. “Let’s not talk about that.”

      “We’ve been on the road for nearly two months, Rain,” she huffed. “You need to talk about it. He’s your husband.”

      “No,” Rain growled. That topic wasn’t up for discussion.

      “I think he does, too,” Alchan purred from behind Lily. “This is cute, by the way, but if we’re going to have a serious conversation, maybe it should be done sitting up.” Rain looked around Lily to see Alchan, looking down at them, something incredibly aroused in his eyes.

      Lily practically jumped off him, bowing to Alchan once she was stable and not about to crash into the ground.

      “I’m sorry. I know he’s yours—”

      “I know it’s innocent,” Alchan said, looking to the sky as if he was praying. “Rain’s not even hard, and believe me, if he was even remotely interested, he would be ready to go.”

      This time Rain blushed, but he also laughed. “Yeah. I’ll give you that.”

      Alchan smiled at him, then sat down, staring at the palace above Rain’s head.

      “It’s tradition that the next ruler trying to claim the power should meditate until they are ready. The longest a queen has meditated has been nine days. After dinner, I’m going in. If I survive, I’ll come back. If I die…you’ll know it.”

      Rain felt his heart seize as he sat up. Lily gasped.

      “Alchan…”

      “Rain, listen to me. If I die, you will take Lily back to the village. You will collect all of her things, then take her to Kerit. You will get her out of Anden before everything ends.”

      “Of course.”

      “I won’t ask you to leave Anden. I want you to, but I know…Your father will stay and fight to the death. So will Luykas, and Nevyn, and Varon…all of them. So, I won’t order you to go, okay? You…”

      Rain blinked back tears as Alchan gave him the free will to die with his family.

      “Thank you,” Rain whispered. Alchan only nodded, then pointed at the pot, making Lily jump into action. She checked the food and looked between them.

      “It’s ready,” she whispered.

      Alchan served everyone, moving Lily out of his way. He ate silently, and the sun was down by the time they were all finished.

      It was time.

      Rain stood and waited. Alchan first looked at Lily, his mouth trying to form words, finally breaking and kissing the female’s cheek. It left her with that insane red blush and speechless. When Alchan turned on Rain, his eyes were hot.

      He stormed into Rain’s space and grabbed him, consuming Rain in the flames of passion. The kiss was fierce and real, telling Rain everything Alchan thought he needed to hear.

      “I love you,” Alchan whispered harshly as he pulled away. “I love you so much.”

      “I love you, too,” Rain tried to choke out, his body controlled by the tears he tried to hold back.

      Alchan walked away, heading up the grand stairs that led to the ornate double doors into the palace. Rain sobbed as Alchan opened those doors, then closed himself in. Rain’s only comfort was Lily, who grabbed him before he hit the ground and held him.
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      The world was falling apart. Piece by piece, the world was crumbling, and Luykas was struggling to maintain all of it.

      With his support system cut in half, and that was being generous, he was losing sleep, getting skinny, and knew he would become ill, eventually. He couldn’t do it all.

      Losing Dave wasn’t a blow he could take. Trevan hadn’t handled it well, either. Whenever Luykas took the Elvasi into the village for any reason, the man had his sword drawn, ready for an attack on them.

      But today, Luykas knew there was some bit of hope. The supply caravan would be coming in, and with it, an Andinna who claimed to have information. Information that couldn’t be written down or spoken to the wrong person, so the Andinna had agreed to travel a long way to tell him personally.

      “Trevan, is breakfast ready?” Luykas asked softly, going into the kitchen and finding the Elvasi.

      “Almost,” Trevan answered, sighing. “Are you going to make me go out there today?”

      “You’re one of my only allies right now. I need you,” Luykas reminded him. “I know it’s dangerous, but I would rather keep you with me at all times. An Andinna could fly up here—”

      “Die,” Trevan snapped. “If one of them came up here for me, I would kill them without hesitation.”

      Luykas paused midstep and looked at the Elvasi with worry in his heart. Had they finally broken their only Elvasi friend?

      “Are you going to be able to stay here when this is over? I don’t want you looking over your shoulder for the rest of your life, unable to trust anyone here.” Luykas reached out, touching the Elvasi’s back. “You are a brother of the Company now. We would hate to see you go, but…I don’t want you to suffer by being around us—”

      “The only thing I hate is that Dave is dead,” Trevan snapped, turning to him. “Not the Andinna. They’re terrified. They don’t know who’s hurting them, and they are desperate. Understanding that won’t stop me from defending myself, but I’ve always been able to see beneath the external fear and rage. I was a guard in the pits. I didn’t abuse them, but I knew others did, so I took their fury. I only defended myself. I won’t change that.”

      “And…”

      “I love it here,” Trevan said softly. “I’m just…I miss Dave. I miss Emerian. I miss everyone, and I don’t know how we’re going to stop this, and…” Trevan threw the spoon he was using onto the counter, the man’s frustration apparent.

      “You are a better male than most of them,” Luykas said honestly. “I’m glad to have you by my side through this.”

      “Not good enough to save Dave,” Trevan whispered, looking back at the breakfast he had been cooking.

      Luykas opened his mouth, about to say something that meant nothing. He took a moment, though, to consider the lessons he learned in life.

      “Can you save everyone?” Luykas asked, coming up beside the Elvasi. He started to help with the meal, realizing Trevan hadn’t started any meat like steaks or bacon. Luykas put himself on that task.

      “No—”

      “Stop—none of that. There is no but. There is only reality. We are fighting a smart enemy who has found a way to work under our nose. That’s it. Dave was a wonderful person. I feel guilty for his death every day, especially since my wife will never get her chance to say goodbye to him. He’s human. She won’t see him on Al Moro Nat, and we’ve burned his body. When she left, he was here and safe, but when she comes back, he won’t be here. I will have to live with that. I made the promise to her and Alchan, I could keep this together.” Luykas grabbed Trevan’s shoulder, deciding the food could wait. “I am a great male. I am a proud commander. I have hundreds of years of expertise, leading people to their deaths, and every single one hurts, but that’s how war is. We slipped up, and we lost someone, but that doesn’t make you less honorable. You have a warrior’s spirit.” He used his free hand to poke Trevan right over his heart. “You, who willingly stayed behind in the Empire, willing to die to defend the Andinna you were helping. You, who lived in hell but never let it twist you. You, who had overcome greater odds than this. When we catch this spy, I’ll make sure you never forget. I’ll make sure the world knows. Okay?”

      Trevan only nodded.

      “Good. Let’s eat breakfast. Then I need to get out there, and you’re coming with me. The supply caravan will be here at midday, and with it…a chance to catch this son of a bitch.”

      That picked up Trevan’s spirit, and Luykas could breathe a little easier. They finished making breakfast and ate fast.

      They went to the war room first, handling the day’s more mundane tasks and updating the supply logs. They could both read and write Elvasi and Common, so they continued what Dave had been doing. From there, Luykas listened to the daily briefs from his closest allies. Senri and her guards were okay, but morale was bad. Nevyn was dealing with the unit commanders, and he could keep them in-hand thanks to Varon. No one would fuck with an Avatar. Kenav came in and said the male area of the camp was becoming wild.

      “Let me—”

      “I need you to stop arguing with me,” Luykas snarled. Every time he saw Kenav, the male had suggestions, and every one of them was an obvious power play—give him control over more of the men. Allow him to name a group that kept the peace—on and on.

      “If I can make units of men to patrol the village and keep the warriors in line—”

      “I have someone with those. Her name is Senri, and if you have a problem with her doing the job, you can take it to Allaina in the next village over, where she is holding them together by herself. This village and the guard units are technically under her control. If you want to test that female, her three husbands, and her ball-busting wife, you are more than welcome to. If you aren’t, then Senri will continue to do the job she has done for over a thousand years. She and Allaina are the power females of this community, and you will not encroach on their domain with my permission.” Luykas leaned into Kenav’s face. “And if you do it without my permission, I’ll just fucking kill you.”

      “You don’t have the authority,” Kenav growled. He was dominant enough to be a real problem for Luykas, who knew his dominance was too fluid to maintain this iron control over everyone for long. He could lift his chin to his wife and his brother on some days but not on others.

      “I have been given total control in the absence of my brother.” Luykas narrowed his eyes. “Test it now, or get out.”

      Kenav spun and left.

      Trevan thumped his back. “I’ll kill him for you…if you want.”

      “How long have you wanted to kill him?” Luykas asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “A long time,” Trevan admitted. “I mean…he protected and led most of the male gladiators, but he and Mave…he tried to get her killed a few times.”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard the story several times. I didn’t think you had already picked sides at that point.”

      “I was only down there because I had the distinct…experience of seeing her on the sands. After that, I…dedicated my life to her freedom, which put Kenav on my shit list a long time ago. When I was on duty, I tried to stop Andinna from bothering her. My excuse was always to prevent a fight before it happened. I didn’t want to see more of what happened to her. She deserved moments of peace and quiet.” Trevan shrugged, but Luykas caught something. He had known the story, all of them. Mave’s entire, brutal life was one he was well acquainted with.

      How long have you been in love with her? Was she everything you expected when you came to Anden or was she more? Have you fallen out of love, or has it become more real, Trevan of the Elvasi?

      “Well, we need to get to the supply depot,” Luykas said, deciding to put it in the back of his mind. With so much to focus on, the weird feelings Trevan was probably dealing with couldn’t be his problem. “Our contact should be in today unless they screwed up.” Luykas’ heart began to race with excitement.

      Trevan walked with him. Luykas could have flown, but since Trevan was grounded, Luykas was okay walking with him. Safety in numbers. Senri only moved around with her husbands. Nevyn and Varon were always together. Seanev stayed home, for the most part, waiting for them to come to him, due to his injury and the lack of people to trust. Plus, his letter had been sent out. Luykas knew he’d be hearing from Leria any day and with a mativa, a husband leaving the marriage could get violent.

      When they arrived, Luykas was glad to see no one was there yet.

      “Let’s get comfortable,” Luykas said, sitting on a simple bench. Trevan sat next to him, and they waited.

      And waited.

      Luykas thought about Mave again and ached for her because he missed her but also because of the blood bond. Nevyn and Varon had been right all those years ago when he had done it to her. It would have driven him mad right after and maybe her, without her realizing. Time, however, proved both he and Mave were made of stronger stuff. He missed her. He wanted her, and he missed her, but he would be okay as long as he knew she was alive. He would always know it—and he would know the moment she wasn’t.

      The sun was setting when the caravan rolled into the village, nearly half a day late. The leader waved.

      “The snow caused us some trouble,” he called out. “I’m sorry!”

      “It’s fine!” Luykas said with a grin. “You have a passenger I need to speak to.”

      The caravan driver pulled them to a stop. Luykas waited for everyone to jump down. There were several as always. Luykas didn’t have a lot of time, but the village Andinna weren’t there yet. A runner needed to find Learen to let them know the supplies were there.

      “You’re looking for me,” a female said, coming up to him but not looking at him. She looked around, the paranoia clear in her citrine eyes. “I’m the one.”

      “Come with me. We’ll get out of here before everyone else arrives,” he said, trying to be at ease.

      They went back to the war room. As they walked, she tried to cover her face with her scarf. Trevan locked all the doors before coming back to his side. She pulled her scarf down once they were alone and gave Luykas a fearful glance.

      “I know how the poison made it to your village from Kerit,” she said softly.

      “How?” Luykas demanded, crossing his arms and leaning on the table.

      “I sent it, believing it was going to be used to help the war effort,” she said, swallowing. She pulled out several folded pieces of parchment, letters. “My husband asked me to.”

      “And who is your husband?” Trevan growled.

      “Learen.”

      Well, brother…It looks like old demons really did come back to haunt us, and now I have finally put this to rest. Learen played us well, like fiddles in a dance only he knew the moves to.

      That’s fine. I’m going to teach him a new dance.
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      “Did you search his place?” Luykas asked as Nevyn walked in. The moment Dianna told Luykas everything, he had taken her to Nevyn and Varon. Nevyn ran to find Senri and Seanev. They brought in the close ring of trusted allies and moved quickly.

      It had to be fast. Nevyn searched Learen’s room while they knew the male would still be dealing with the supplies. Luykas tried to put the pieces together, and it was Trevan who asked the important question.

      “Why?” the Elvasi demanded.

      “He was captured by the Elvasi. We thought he was dead for a while, and he was tortured. We looked, but we had no idea if it would lead to anything. Then his hand was sent to us. He was really bitter for so long…” Luykas sighed. “No wonder he killed Leshaun. Alchan was right in his last message. Leshaun’s murder had to be personal because he was retiring. He wasn’t a threat to anyone anymore. He even said it was Learen, but…I never found anything.”

      “Still haven’t,” Nevyn snarled from across the room. “He’s hiding it somewhere. He’s getting our information out somehow. Not that it matters now.”

      “Why doesn’t it matter?” Dianna asked, looking between them. “I knew…he had some problems, but I loved him. I never thought he would trick me or do this. I need to know why you’re willing to let this go. I want to string him up by his balls! He used me to murder someone!”

      “That’s why,” Luykas answered her softly. “We have him on the murder. We have the letters written between the two of you. He’s done for. We’re going to execute him, then we’ll clean up the rest later.”

      “Thank the Skies, it’s nightfall,” Senri said with a vicious grin. “We can do it now. We just need to go get him.”

      “Let’s see what he tries to do tonight,” Luykas said, humming thoughtfully. “We might learn where he hides his spy stuff. I want to know how he’s doing it. Is it a book like the ones we use?”

      “I hope not, but it’s the best option,” Nevyn said, shrugging. “I would hate for Learen to be in the middle of a network of spies.”

      Luykas nodded. He didn’t disagree.

      “No,” Senri hissed. “We get him, and we get him now.”

      “Senri—”

      “Kian,” she whispered. “He killed Kian. He’s the reason Mave isn’t here, off getting herself killed on a Skies damned quest to piss off a goddess. He’s the reason for Leshaun! HE IS GOING TO DIE!” she roared. “I don’t care how he did it! You can figure it out afterward. We don’t need him alive anymore. I want the fullest execution the Andinna allow. That is my right to demand, and it will be done!”

      Luykas nodded slowly. It was her right, her ancient right as the female who lost a husband. She could demand any penance she pleased, especially since the murderer was a male. If it had been a mativa or a female with a family, things would be a little different, but this was clear. A male killed her husband, so that male’s fate belonged to her and her alone. Not even Mat, who lost an uncle and his last blood relative, could override her if he had been around. Alchan wouldn’t have even tested her in this moment.

      “Then we go,” Luykas said softly. “Execute Learen of the Andinna for treason and murder. Trevan, with me. We’re doing this the slow way. Nevyn, Varon, you know what that means.”

      Walking out, the Elvasi fell in step beside him like any great Andinna warrior. They went for the supply caravan, but Learen was gone. Luykas turned, knowing Nevyn and Varon flew above them. There was a specific way these executions happened. They were almost always done in war camps and villages like the one where they were. Very rarely did someone charged with treason make it back to the queen. It was handled swiftly and without mercy. Luykas had seen this happen only twice before in his lifetime.

      They found Learen in the war room, whistling softly as he worked in the books…but there was a new book.

      Ah, you’ve grown bold without Dave watching you. Fucking piece of shit.

      “Did you think we all went to bed?” Luykas asked softly.

      Learen looked up and paled but smiled, anyway.

      “Yeah? I’m just trying to update our supply logs,” Learen said with a smile.

      Oh, shit, he’s good. Was he coached? Or is he that cunning?

      Or is this not his first time performing the act?

      Olost. Learen’s visit. The attack on their village afterward.

      “How long?” Luykas asked softly.

      “How long have I been here? I don’t know…I’ve burned the candles—”

      “How long have you been spying for the Elvasi?” Luykas demanded in a roar that made furniture shake.

      Learen’s smile changed from false to downright evil.

      “Since I realized it was the only way to make you hurt as much as I had. She always told me I could get in touch with her when I realized you were at fault for all of this. Not just anyone, Luykas. You. Her own fucking son. You turned your back on her and started all this. I lost my hand for you. We lost the war because of you. You, who could have stopped the war sooner if you helped her. We would be citizens of the Empire instead of what we are now!”

      “You have lost your mind,” Luykas whispered, seeing the blazing fury. “She has played you. She’s always been good at piano, but I think she played you like her favorite instrument, the harp. She’s made you sing with a simple lie because you didn’t have a mind strong enough for her. When did you flip, Learen?”

      “When you came back from attacking Elliar and freeing Mat and Rain, completely unharmed. And her…that Champion all of you love so much. You went and pissed her off for your own reasons, knowing it would blow back on all of us. You and Alchan never cared about anyone except your favorites.”

      Luykas licked his lips and tasted magic. His mother had put a deep and powerful spell on him years ago. The moment she got desperate, she had sprung her trap. Shadra had always loved games, and they had played a long one for a thousand years, tit for tat between the Andinna and the Empire. The Ivory Shadows had never been a real threat.

      Not until we walked into her city and took back two of our own and her most prized possession. Then we became a real threat, and she sprang her trap.

      She used Learen to attack us in Olost. She’s using him now to destroy our chances to win this war.

      “Trevan, take him outside,” Luykas ordered.

      Trevan jumped forward, grabbing the Andinna. Trevan was smaller but faster, quicker, even stronger. He worked his body while Learen let his missing hand go to his head and ruin him on that front.

      “How?” Learen snarled. “How did you find out? I was perfect!”

      “Your wife is more loyal to her people than to you,” Luykas answered. Learen roared. Luykas followed them out as Trevan shoved Learen to the ground.

      Learen tried to jump up, but Nevyn and Varon took their moment to strike. In the blink of an eye, Learen was on the ground, screaming. Nevyn and Varon were spinning their blades covered in blood, flinging red onto the pure white snow. Learen’s wings were five feet on either side of him, permanently separated. Even if Learen wasn’t going to die, he would never fly again.

      “Bind him,” Luykas ordered sharply.

      Nevyn and Varon took off their own belts, then went to Learen’s back and cut off the blood flow to the bleeding stumps where wings used to be.

      “Hang him up. He’ll hang until the next sunset, so all of our people know what happens to traitors.”

      “Alive?” Trevan asked softly.

      “Yes. When that is over, he’ll lose his head,” Luykas answered, turning to walk away. “Meet me in the clearing at home when you’re ready. I need a moment to…”

      “I’ll be there,” Trevan promised. “I’m going to help them.”

      Luykas knew that would be his answer. As he walked away, Willem, Gentrin, and Seanev appeared, running past him to help with the rest. He sat quietly outside his brother’s home and waited.

      Alchan and Mave executed people. Alchan gave the orders and until Mave, he killed them. Luykas had never had that power before. Say a single word and a life ended. A warrior in battle was trying to survive first and foremost. This was different. He realized in that moment the defining difference between him and Alchan. His brother could do this without flinching.

      And I’m here hoping I never have to give this order again.

      So Luykas took a quiet moment to himself on his brother’s steps, drawing strength from the mere thought of his brother. Only a moment though.

      He would be there tomorrow when they cut off the bastard’s head.
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      Trevan stood in the center of the village, staring at Learen, rage in his heart. This male had tortured Dave. He admitted it once his wings were cut off, and they were hanging him. He had laughed about how Dave screamed.

      Now, Learen was getting what he deserved. Trevan could accept this brutal execution. There was a rawness that spoke to everyone who saw it. This male, with his wings cut off, was separated from them—separated from their beliefs and their honor. This was a disgraceful way to die and would go with him into the afterlife, Trevan heard some whisper.

      The sun was setting, and he waited. People began to gather as if they knew. No proclamation had been made, but they knew.

      Trevan caught sight of Luykas walking toward them and the beams from which Learen hung. It was a ramshackle build, only meant to last a single day.

      “Let’s go,” Luykas ordered.

      Trevan fell into his step, marching with Luykas to the center of the circle forming around the traitor. The Andinna kept it clear within twenty feet. Some were flying in the air to get a better view.

      “Today, we execute Learen of the Andinna for treason and murder. Does anyone wish to speak up for him?” Luykas asked the crowd. It was silent. “Good. You would have joined him. I absolve myself of his death and hand over the right to kill him to someone who deserves her piece of his flesh.”

      Luykas grabbed Trevan and pulled him back as he stepped away.

      Senri stormed into the center of the circle as if she was going to war. Even heavily pregnant, she carried her notorious battle axe. Above him, Trevan saw Nevyn and Varon untying the broken Andinna. They lowered him to the ground, forcing him onto his knees while Nevyn kept his foot on the male’s back.

      Nevyn was fearless as Senri prowled closer, her teeth bared. Trevan was certain Nevyn was going to lose a few toes from his placement. If Senri was even a little off, he could lose half his foot. But the warrior and general didn’t move, waiting patiently as Senri came closer and closer.

      “This is for my family,” she hissed, swinging her battle axe to raise it high above her head. “This is for the Andinna!”

      With a roar, she brought it down. Nevyn’s foot disappeared, and the axe cut through Learen’s neck in one swing, sending it rolling away.

      “Bury the body,” Luykas said, still full commander—still angry. “He doesn’t deserve to become ashes and join with the wind. He can go to the worms and feed our crops for generations.”

      Trevan nodded, satisfied.

      “Trevan, come home with me,” Luykas whispered as people around them began to cheer at the final verdict. Senri was holding Learen’s head up and roaring. Drums began to beat loudly. It was as if the world was waiting for Learen to die, so they could come alive once more.

      “Okay…” Trevan followed him out of the crowd. They made it to the clearing everyone in the Company lived near now, and Luykas grabbed him, flying him up. Once they were inside, Luykas began to pull off his clothing, leaving Trevan speechless.

      “Ah, Luykas, I’m sorry, but I’m not…”

      “You’re an attractive man, but that’s not why I’m taking my clothes off. You have been in Anden for over a year now, yes? Well, I’ve been impressed. By your loyalty, your dedication to our people. By the way you’ve embraced our beliefs and how we live. I’m going to try giving you tatua. I want to make you one of us. I want to give all of those motherfuckers a sign that you belong to us. You belong with us.”

      “But…” Trevan tried to find the words. “I can’t fly. I don’t have horns—”

      “Mave gave you wings,” Luykas hissed. “And while you don’t have them anymore, and I’m sorry for that, you have proved yourself better than all of them!” Luykas pointed at the door. “You deserve wings for your sacrifice. You deserve a community to live in, and I’m going to make sure that we’re that community.”

      “This is a blood ritual, though. What if it only works on Andinna? Has it ever been done to someone else? I’m Elvasi. I don’t…belong…to the dragon gods,” Trevan pointed out.

      “I’m certain if you wanted to belong to them, they would accept you,” Luykas said softly, now nude in the middle of the room. “But it doesn’t matter. We have no idea if this only works on Andinna since only Andinna have done it to other Andinna. However, I’m not purely Andinna. My blood is just as much Elvasi. I can do Alchan’s tatua. Why not you?” Luykas asked at the end, smirking. “So, we’re going to try. I don’t know what else to give you, my friend. I can’t go get another gryphon, and I can’t give you wings, but I can try to give you this. Now, strip. This is a ritual done in the buff.”

      Trevan started removing his clothing, turning away from Luykas. He still wasn’t fully comfortable getting naked in front of strangers, but Luykas didn’t seem to notice. When he turned around, two stools were set up with two bowls and a dagger. The larger bowl had water in it.

      “Do you really think this will work?” Trevan asked softly.

      “Yes. Sit.” Luykas pointed at the stool. “Let’s do this quickly. I don’t want either of us getting cold feet. I want to do it, and you are going to accept my gift.”

      Trevan sat and watched Luykas cut open his wrist as he sat down, obviously careful every drop fell into the bowl.

      Trevan’s heart was racing. He couldn’t be Andinna. No matter what he did or how hard he prayed or fought or worked for it, it was impossible, but tears filled his eyes as he realized this was really happening. That Luykas was going to try to give him this was more of a gift than he had ever wanted. He would have never asked because it never even crossed his mind.

      Luykas had thought of him and saw a warrior who belonged.

      “Close your eyes and lean your head back,” Luykas said, his voice now gentler with a small shake. “Let’s hope this works, my friend.”

      Trevan tilted back, closed his eyes, and felt the warm blood touch his skin and begin to move.

      Then he lost consciousness.
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        * * *

      

      He saw flashes of dragons flying through the sky. Six of them, deadly and beautiful. He could feel their raw power. They swarmed, coming together, then broke apart—a dangerous dance.

      One was a shimmering white, purer than snow or ivory. When the sun hit it, it shined. A voice whispered in his head.

      Lariana.

      Next, one of so many colors, he couldn’t pick one—pinks, purples, and shades of red and blue.

      Amonora.

      A red dragon shot flames from its mouth and roared.

      A blue dragon dove into a lake beneath them.

      A green dragon flew close to the treetops and landed onto the earth, hitting a boulder with its tail and breaking it to pieces.

      Finally, a grey dragon flew fast, sending winds that were strong enough to send Trevan to the ground.

      They had to be the four elemental male dragons. Trevan had never heard their names, and no one whispered those names to him now.

      As he tried to stand, something walked toward him, making the ground shake. This one was the biggest, towering high and was blacker than the void. It looked down on him and growled.

      Kristanya.

      He moved to his knees and bowed. He knew what to do.

      Yes. I accept you, the dragons, as my gods, if you will have me. Please have me. I have not known peace in my life, no place I truly loved. Not until I was accepted by your people. I would like to remain. I would do anything to remain among them.

      He didn’t look up. The black dragon sniffed him, then roared.
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        * * *

      

      He woke up screaming, sweat covering his body. He was still naked on the floor, with Luykas over him.

      “You’re awake! That’s never happened before. I’m so sorry.” Luykas stopped, his mouth dropping open, but Trevan didn’t understand.

      “I saw them,” he whispered. “I didn’t really know if they were real because the Elvasi don’t…don’t put much stock in the gods anymore, but I saw them.”

      “The Elvasi gods?” Luykas asked, frowning. “That—”

      “No. Dragons,” he whispered.

      Luykas’ eyes went wide. Slowly, he reached out to get something and held it above Trevan’s face.

      Trevan looked in the little mirror and saw his eyes first. The pale gold was now framed in Andinna black, not white. He had a soft rose-gold tatua covering his face, not the harsh black of an Andinna or the bright color of a mutt. It didn’t matter. It was there.

      They had irrevocably changed him. There was no going back.

      “Everyone is having dreams and visions of the gods now, I guess,” Luykas muttered. “Don’t go on any fucking quests. This is getting really annoying, and I fucking need you around.”

      Trevan laughed. He laughed until he cried as Luykas rubbed his back.

      “Let it out,” the Andinna whispered. “You’re one of us now. You belong with us.”

      Trevan nodded wordlessly.

      For the first time in centuries—he belonged.
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            Mave

          

        

      

    

    
      Mave tried to protect herself from the bitter cold as she climbed. She tried to keep a schedule to count the days she walked and climbed. She tried to make progress.

      And it all fell apart.

      She knew she got to eight before they began to blur together. She knew the sun still rose and set, but the storm was so thick, she had no way of really understanding when. She collapsed and fell asleep on day eleven. When she woke up, she had no concept of how much time had passed. She was only grateful to still be alive.

      One of Mave’s major problems was how long it was taking. She had no idea why it was taking her days, maybe even weeks, to get up the mountain. It was never-ending with no light at the end of the tunnel. She only continued on the best path she could find, heading upwards. Time was slipping away from her, but she kept moving as much as she could.

      She found a break in the storm and took her chance to jog. It helped warm her body, increasing her heart rate just enough to pump blood where it needed to be pumped. She didn’t go so long or hard to break a sweat, an easy way to get ice underneath her layers of clothing, but it was enough.

      It wasn’t long after that when she found a cliff she had to scale—a deadly trap. It stretched around the mountain out of sight and was so tall, she couldn’t see the top, though that was thanks to the storm. She only had ten or so feet of visibility at the best of times.

      I could try to find another way but…

      Looking around, there was only snow, both smooth and mounds. Mave dug through the snow of one mound and found what she thought she would. A dead body, frozen and preserved, his face was stuck in a moment of pain for the rest of eternity. If she slipped up, she could find herself tumbling back down the mountain and death. She needed to keep going. She had to stay alive and get to the top, even if she only made a hundred steps sometimes. She couldn’t end up like the other dead Andinna.

      This spot has ended several journeys. Well, it’s not going to end mine.

      “Fuck,” she muttered, her scarf tight around her mouth, not wanting to make this cliffside climb. She hoped that her own breath would warm her face. It didn’t. It added moisture, freezing inside the scarf instead.

      She had to climb this cliffside. Flying was impossible due to the wind, not that she would try if it was only cold. Her wings were vital to trapping her body heat.

      Taking one last deep breath, she went to the rocky wall and grabbed her first handhold. Then the second. She lifted her legs, and her cold body was against her. Her fingers hurt, and she was losing more sensation in her toes by the day. She had to take care of her body. Frostbite wasn’t normally a problem for Andinna, but most never came here and did this in the middle of winter. Having spent most of her life in the warm climate of Elliar, it had never been a worry for her. She was getting a lesson in the dangers of the cold in real time, and the stakes were too high for her to be ignorant.

      She moved slowly, although wanting to go faster. The faster she scaled the cliff, the sooner she was on the next leg of her journey. This was just an obstacle.

      She tried to force herself to pick up the speed. She climbed nearly twenty-five feet when her speed made one of her feet slip, and she felt a rush of adrenaline as her wings opened instinctively to stop her from falling to her potential death. That led to the wind catching them, forcing her to pull them in. In was better, anyway, because she didn’t want to freeze to death.

      She placed her foot again and continued, now more cautious.

      Twenty-five feet became thirty, thirty-five, then forty.

      Mave’s arms shook, and her legs cried out, wanting to give way. Her back agonized, and her wings were useless. She tightened her grip as the winds picked up and tried to pull her off the wall. If she allowed the wind to take her, it would send her off the mountain or into it, didn’t matter which—both would kill her.

      You wonder why I hate you dragons? This. Your people need you, and here I am, fucking doing this to get your attention.

      The trip was beginning to make her bitter and sharpening her rage to a deadly point.

      When I fucking get to you, you’ll fucking learn exactly what happens when you gods piss off your people, Skies damn it.

      Still clinging to the cliffside, hoping she was strong enough to hold, she stayed there for a long time, practically freezing.

      Finally, the wind slowed, and she fought her own body to get moving again.

      At nearly fifty-five feet, she grabbed the top and cried out in relief, pulling herself to safety. She sobbed as she saw how her fingers and palms were covered in frozen blood. She had destroyed them, but it had been so cold, she hadn’t even felt it. She began holding her hands close to her chest, hoping to warm them so they healed properly. Scooting away from the edge, she hit a rock behind her and curled up to try to warm herself. She had a hard time using frozen blood for blood magic. Everything was frozen, and that was the first problem she had to solve.

      It didn’t take her long to realize that sitting and rubbing her hands together wouldn’t work, so she got to her feet and started jogging down the path again, looking out for any places she could fall. As her blood flowed, Mave pulled power out of her spilled blood, red smeared on her hands, then pushed that power into healing her fingers. Before her eyes, the abrasions began to close, and Mave sighed in relief.

      At least that works. I can’t be out here losing fingers.

      She found a better place to sit and rest farther down the path in the first cavern she had seen. She quickly went inside, hoping for a moment of respite—just one moment.

      Inside, she found three dead Andinna, all looking as if they had gone to sleep and never woken. That was how most of the Andinna on the mountain died. She had already slept near their dead bodies. Forever trapped, stopped before they reached the top.

      If I warm up successfully, I won’t have the problem they did, and…

      Inside the cavern, there was less snow. She didn’t want to defile the dead, but she took some of their outerwear and piled it up. She would not strip them naked, not when they looked like people she could have known.

      She grabbed the flint she had in her bag and tried to spark them. There was nothing living on this mountain, only rocks and snow this far up, but she prayed she could light their clothing on fire. When that didn’t work, she reached back into her pack, where she was able to keep everything dry, and tried to find something else.

      She had nearly a dozen medical bandages in case she took a nasty spill. She grabbed one, feeling the gauze fabric. This could get something started.

      For the first time since she left the temple, Mave had fire. She kept feeding her tiny flame with more gauze. It was slow work, but the clothes eventually dried, and she threw them on the fire. It would burn hot and fast, but she was okay with that. It would be enough for her to rest a little more comfortably. Closing her eyes, she willed herself to fall asleep.

      When she woke up, she was cold, and the fire had gone out, but she had woken up. She had to continue.

      No other options. This is my path now, and I have to see it through.

      She gathered her things, looked at the dead one last time, giving them a moment of silence, then left the cavern. The storm was a little calmer than when she fell asleep, so she took advantage. Moving quickly, she found a place where she could go up a steep but safe-looking incline.

      She was halfway up it when the snow shifted.

      “No!” she snapped, trying to grab for something. The snow slid, and it took her to the bottom, making her crash into a boulder at the bottom of the incline. Groaning, she pushed herself back her feet and looked up the incline. Baring her teeth, she started walking again. While her back would be bruised from the hit, she wasn’t sent off the mountain, and that was all she could think about—the positives. She had to remain focused on the positives.

      Time passed as Mave was battered.

      Over and over, she slipped, cut herself, climbed, and fell. All she could do through it all was keep her pace, steady, and unstoppable.

      What did Leshaun tell me?

      “Ala non lerani eni vorha.” She could remember his voice, and it brought tears to her eyes.

      “There is no sprinting up a mountain.”

      I wonder if he ever would have seen me here, taking his advice literally.

      The mountain, in a weird way, cleared her mind. It didn’t care who she was or who she had been. The mountain didn’t care about the slave, the gladiator, the Champion. It didn’t care that she was a warrior, fighting for the Andinna. It didn’t care about what she had done or didn’t do or who her parents were.

      It only wanted her to prove her worth right then. None of those things mattered to it because it was in the present, and it was deadly. Without trying, the mountain could take her to her knees. And it was beginning to gain ground on her.

      Every time she slept, it got harder to get up. Every endless walk and another cliff to climb threatened to break her spirit. Every time she found a safe place to take a moment to herself, out of the storm, she cried, the tears leaving ice crystals on her face.

      She was done with yet another cliff when her foot slipped, and she felt something pop. The sound and the sensation that went with it made her scream. She crawled away from the edge, hoping that nothing was terribly broken.

      Please be a sprain. Please!

      She pulled off her boot, then several thin layers of protection around her foot.

      Her foot was bloody from wear and tear, something she never had a problem with before.

      The pop was two of her toes, frozen solid, finally coming off. She shook her boot, her heart pounding as those toes fell out, and her stomach flipped.

      She broke. That broke her. She struggled to get her foot protected again and pulled her knees to her face and screamed in fury and regret. Her body was going to fail her before she could reach the top and her mind was tired of fighting it.

      So tired.

      A wave of exhaustion hit her, consuming her, and her eyes drifted closed. She couldn’t do this if her body was going to fall to pieces. Her body wasn’t strong enough.

      Something whooshed by her face, and her eyes flew open. A bird? She needed real food and would eat the damn thing raw if she had to.

      But she saw no bird. She saw nothing.

      Standing, she looked around, only seeing snow and rock, as she had for what seemed like an eternity now.

      Until she thought she saw someone else further down the path, obscured by the low visibility. She stumbled, wondering which of her stupid husbands dared to follow her up the mountain.

      No, not one of mine. Mat, Zayden, and Bryn would respect my decision. It’s probably Emerian because he thinks he needs to protect me for K—

      Her thoughts stopped dead as she fell in the snow, seeing there was no person there, but a specter like she saw on Al Moro Nat.

      Is it Al Moro Nat? Has so much time really passed?

      “Hello?” she asked softly, her heart racing faster than it had a right to. She didn’t know whether to be afraid.

      The specter took a step closer and looked down at her.

      Her heart broke.

      “Kian,” she cried, bowing low. “I’m sorry. I failed as your daughter. I’m so sorry.”

      She didn’t want to move, but she couldn’t see him like that, so she forced herself to look up at his face again.

      She was going to die right here for him. She deserved it—for him, for Leshaun, for Dave. For the hundreds who tried to escape the Elvasi and died. For the hundreds who died in a war she and Alchan started without listening to anyone else.

      This was her fault. She got them killed. She had helped pick the path that led to their deaths.

      Kian extended a hand. She tried to grab it and went through. She felt the pain cut her again and the dismay on Kian’s face.

      “What are you trying…” She couldn’t put it together. Her mind was foggy, her body in pain constantly now. She didn’t understand.

      He stepped back and frowned.

      Then his hands began to move, unsure.

      But she watched them and knew.

      “Come. I’ll walk with you.”

      The dead didn’t have a voice, but neither did Varon. Somehow, that turned all the way to Kian being able to relay a simple message after he was long gone.

      Mave got to her feet and followed him. Every step hurt. Every single one was a reminder of what toll the mountain took on her, and how her body was giving up.

      She made it to his side and staggered, but he slowed for her, watching with pain in his eyes.

      “You can do it,” he signed slowly.

      No one in the Company signed unless it was during a mission. None of them had Varon’s speed.

      She was so grateful he was there. So fucking grateful.

      “I can’t,” she said, leaning on a rock. “My body is falling apart, Kian! I want to so bad, but…”

      “I believe in you. Always.”

      She sobbed harder, but the message got her feet moving again.

      Together, they walked.

      Kian didn’t leave her side—as she struggled to overcome boulders and inclines and when she fell. He stayed. He stayed by her side the entire time after that. He was unconcerned by the snow, unconcerned by the cold, the wind, or the terrain.

      He jogged ahead of her and looked over a rock beyond her. She practically crawled to get to him. The storm was so strong, growing stronger with every bit of ground she covered now, but she reached his side and pulled herself to stand.

      He went first, gesturing for her to keep going, a smile on his face.

      She limped after him, desperate to stay with him.

      His smile was beaming as she made it to him and fell on her knees again.

      “I love you, daughter,” he signed.

      “I love you, baba,” she whispered, staring at his face.

      Then he faded away, leaving her at the peak of the mountain in the calm eye of the deadly storm.
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      Alchan didn’t know how long he sat there. He tried not to think about the room he was in or what was sitting on the throne behind him. He had picked a spot in the center of the throne room to meditate.

      The Hall of Queens, as his family called it, was just a throne room to everyone else. They didn’t understand what happened in this room when no one was watching.

      Then it hit him. His eyes opened, and he stared down the long hall.

      He was ready. It was time. He knew it. He could feel it in his bones. The room was charged, and he didn’t understand why.

      Alchan stood up and turned toward the throne, his heart pounding, loud and steady. On the throne was a pile of bones. Someone had died on the seat and was left to rot and fade away. Only their bones remained, not even a scrap of clothing.

      He walked to it slowly. He had to remove those bones if he wanted to sit down and begin this. As he reached out to them, a specter appeared, sitting where Alchan needed to be.

      Alchan looked up and saw his father’s face with a furious expression.

      “Ah, so this is how you died,” Alchan whispered, straightening. “I guess it’s Al Moro Nat. A strange day to be here doing this, yet I see why it wanted me to open my eyes now. Are you here to warn me?” Alchan tilted his head to the side, unfeeling. His father had no power. He was long dead, still obviously paying for his last fatal mistake. “I don’t need it. I know the punishment, but there are other things I fear more. I must risk it.”

      His father didn’t move or disappear, just sat there, arrogantly leaning back and stretching his legs, his furious expression unchanging.

      “Ah…you couldn’t have it in life, so you want to keep it in death?” Alchan laughed. “I can sit through you, old man. Move on if you can because I’m not going to fear you. Years and years, I wondered if I would ever see your face, and you were here—power-hungry and refusing to let go. You had to control everyone and everything because our station in life was never enough for you. Why am I not surprised?” Alchan snorted. Of all the times and all the places to find his father’s soul, lingering long past its expiration date, it had to be in a room neither of them had a right to rule.

      Alchan stepped closer and leaned into his furious father’s face.

      “Mother is alive,” he whispered. “She came to see me after all these years. I was so angry with her, but seeing you? I think I might give her a chance…just to piss you off. Now begone, spirit of Behron Andini. You are no longer wanted here in the land of the living!” Alchan reached through his father and swept the bones off the throne. His father looked like he was screaming as he disappeared.

      Alchan didn’t think twice. He turned, adjusted his armor, and sat down.

      The real power entered the room.

      His life flashed before his eyes. Pain tore through his back. He was struck by lightning and had no way to stop it. His back arched as he gritted his teeth and closed his eyes as the memories and images assaulted him.

      Every mistake and every victory. Every struggle and every easy day. Every time he made love, and every time he felt like his heart was broken.

      All of it.

      His parents. His grandmother. His brother. His friends. His lovers. His warriors.

      His living and his dead.

      There were so many dead because he was the king, and they were all his dead.

      When it was over, he was sweating, feeling like the life had been sucked out of him.

      “That killed your father,” a female said. “He could not endure.”

      Alchan, hunched over and panting, recognized the voice he had never heard before. Knew it as he knew his own mind, for it resonated with his blood like no other ever could.

      He carried her bloodline, after all.

      “Goddess,” he greeted, straightening, but not looking her in the eye. She didn’t want him to, so he didn’t. It was that simple. For the first time in Alchan’s life, he was the submissive. He wasn’t in charge or in control of this conversation. She was and always would be.

      Lariana, the white dragon, the most dominant of all things. Known for her leadership and her domain as the goddess of light and life. She ruled all of them—dragon, wyvern, and Andinna.

      “Alchan Andini,” she said, sounding unimpressed. “Prince of Anden.”

      “King of the Andinna,” he corrected, moving his eyes up, but the sheer force of her will kept him from reaching her face.

      “But still a Prince of Anden,” she hissed.

      The distinction was clear, and he knew it, but he had worked too long for the Andinna to have it be disregarded in a moment.

      “You are trying to change that now, aren’t you?” Lariana said, walking closer. “Look up, Prince, and see who you must face.”

      He felt the weight lift, and his breathing nearly stopped. Before him wasn’t just the goddess Lariana. No, as they waited, the Hall of Queens filled with every previous ruler who had been her Avatar. She lifted her hands and turned to the queens of old.

      “My daughters!” she called out. “This is Alchan Andini, son of Behron, and grandson of Queen Tayanna! He possesses my true bloodline, strong and untainted. He is here to become my Avatar, and like all those who make it past the first test, he is worthy of your judgment.” She turned back to him. “Which is the only reason I haven’t killed you where you sit, boy.” She smiled viciously, reminding him of his brother with the same expression, with her white tatua, horns, wings, and tail. Now, he understood his brother, the mutt of Lariana herself. Her son in coloring, if not by pure blood. “Make your case. Do it well.”

      Alchan blinked as the goddess stepped to the side. He looked out over the rows and rows of those who had come before him. He recognized some of their faces. Paintings faded over the ages, but descriptions were always available in the old tomes that were once well maintained. He recognized queens who had died too young, others who ruled until their dying breath, some who made great mistakes, and others who led times of prosperity.

      And in the front, right before him, he saw his grandmother.

      She had led during great times and bad. She had made good choices, bold choices, necessary choices, but also made many mistakes. By the time the war happened, she was known as the queen with the broken family. Behron had been the initial poison, but it continued to fall apart after him. Luykas never truly fit in, and when it was revealed that Shadra led the invasion, Alchan had stood beside his brother, instead of giving in to the paranoia of his aunts and cousins.

      That was the day he had left and never returned to the palace. He had promised his grandmother they would return when the war was won.

      Then the Andinna lost because his grandmother had let mistakes happen to protect another family from being more broken—the Lorrens. His grandmother had loved Javon like her own son because he succeeded in every way Behron had failed.

      “One thousand years ago, a tragedy struck our people,” Alchan began softly. “But we can go back further if you like and start this tale and my plea somewhere else. To the beginning of the Hundred Year War? That would work, but the beginning of this story was well before that. I can take it back to the birth of a bedru named Behron. Or I can take it back to the birth of an Elvasi noblewoman who later became Empress. I could take it back to the birth of my grandmother, possibly.” He would not give her a name in this place in front of these females. “But since I am the one being judged here, we will begin with me. You look at me and see an upstart. A male of royal blood has no real place in our world. I had two options in life. I could serve and die for queen and country, or I could become an outcast to be ignored. I chose the former…every time without exception. Even when my queen sent my mother away and left me with none. Even when my father tried to kill me. Even when my queen couldn’t bring herself to truly punish him for it. He tried to murder a boy and walked away with his life, but I still chose time and time again to serve my queen.

      “I agonized and hated myself because that was the lesson all of you left behind for males like me. I accepted the criticism, learned control, learned patience, learned how to live in a world I wasn’t made for. An aberration of blood line and sex. Yet I still picked all of you over myself time and time again. Because that was my duty as a male, not just of the royal bloodline but any blood line. I served.”

      He looked over them, wondering what they were thinking. He hadn’t been prepared to give the dead queens a speech. He’d known they would show, but this wasn’t what he had prepared for. This was why it was called the Hall of Queens.

      “Then tragedy struck one thousand years ago, and I, not even nine hundred years old, was left the last member of this bloodline. No longer did I have to serve—I had to rule. I had to save as many of my people as I could and get them somewhere safe. I had to step up. I picked the best warriors, worked for centuries, and kept our people alive. I learned a very valuable lesson in the midst of it all. Ruling is just another word for serving.

      “To rule well is to serve the people. My duty, what I was raised to do and to be wasn’t over, only changed. I like to believe I served well, but no one is perfect. Another thing I learned from all of you. Not even Avatars are perfect. Mortal failings catch up with us all, and when I die and Kristanya reads my life in the language of dragons, written on my skin…I hope I have done more good than ill. I hope I served well enough to overcome my faults of birth. Which brings me to now. For a thousand years, I have struggled to keep our people alive. I have done what I can where I can.

      “I met a warrior who tested me. Together, she and I have given the Andinna one last fight to reclaim what we lost. I cannot do it without you, though. We are beaten and bruised. Right now, the last of our people are fighting to survive while I am here, begging for your help. I will continue to serve in your name until I have an heir ready to claim the throne. I will continue to serve our patron goddess, the mother of our bloodline. The only difference between me as a boy and me now is I ask to serve as the new Avatar of Lariana and King of Anden. Allow me the privilege to join your ranks, so I can bring our people back. This is not the time our people should fall into darkness and accept death. This is the time we stand, and we fight, but I need you to let me serve to the fullest of my abilities.” He was pointing at the ground, breathing heavily as he finished. Bringing it under control, he had to bring it around.

      “A thousand years. For a thousand years, I served. I want to continue to serve. I await your judgment.”

      “Queens of Anden, my daughters and my Avatars! Is he worthy to serve?” Lariana asked, her voice booming through the Hall of Queens. “Do we make an exception for this male and see if his body can handle the power only females have been allowed to hold?”

      Alchan waited as no one moved.

      Then one moved. His grandmother went to one knee and bowed her head. Then his great-grandmother.

      Not every queen bowed, but like a wave, many of them did—so many.

      “Ah,” the goddess said softly. “And so, Alchan Andini, Prince of Anden, you have roused the queens to believe you worthy of this power. You do understand what it means to rule, I’ll give you that.”

      She appeared in front of him again.

      “Now, you must prove worthy of me,” she said with that vicious smile.

      “No,” Alchan whispered. “Not you.”

      His words greatly offending her, she glared at him, a snarl ripping through the room like the very world was against his words.

      “Excuse me?” she hissed. “You are to become my Avatar, and you don’t think you need to be worthy of me? You’ve grown arrogant.”

      “I am here to prove myself worthy to my sister,” he answered truthfully. “Just as you once had to become worthy of your own, long before you created the Andinna and our wyvern cousins.”

      “Explain,” she said softly, intrigued. Still angry, but curious. He could work with curious. “Tell me what you think you know.”

      “Once, two dragons warred as the world was put together. They fought endlessly, light and dark. One more dominant and one more powerful,” he began. “They fought and shaped the very world we live in. The seasons ebbed and flowed as the white dragon and black dragon fought for who would overrun and take this world. To flood it in light or plunge it into darkness. You did not win,” he whispered, envisioning it. “No…something else changed. A new arrival came. A dragon, young and new. She convinced you and the males to love, taught you how to win their hearts, but still, you warred with your sister, born a moment before you and more powerful than you could ever be. Darkness can consume the light, but there will never be a world where light chases away all the shadows. You held on, and here, on Al Moro Nat, was the night you almost lost. The night she was at the peak of her power.”

      “You know the truth of our story,” Lariana said, her eyes narrowing.

      “You realized you could never beat your sister and truly rule the dragons,” Alchan continued, ignoring her words. He had put the pieces together, realized what he was missing, and drawn from his own life, parallel to the goddess in front of him. “You had to earn her love. A dark creature who had never known it but understood its power. A dark creature who knows power and dominance but not leadership. Goddess Lariana, mother of my bloodline…you rule because your sister loves you and allows it. If she chose, she could defeat you and plunge this world into an endless night. She could bring death on a scale unimaginable. But you rule and hold her leash because she loves you and allows it. You love her enough to keep hold of that leash, so she can continue to enjoy this world she can never truly be a part of and could never truly rule. A world she could ruin if that bond is lost.”

      Lariana stared at him, wide-eyed. “How do you know this story?”

      “Because I love my sister, Maevana Lorren Amori. She is powerful, and she is dominant. She could defeat me in single combat, and I would…stand no chance.” Alchan blinked back tears as he smiled, finally allowing himself to show one emotion in front of these powerful females. “But she chose me to be her king, and she currently walks to your domain to confront your sister and become the first Avatar of Kristanya. I am here to become your Avatar, not because I believe I am worthy of you or your gift, but because I must be worthy of her, or I cannot rule and serve my people effectively. She means more to me than all things.” He had already boldly stepped over the line and offended this goddess. Now, he looked up and truly met her eyes, a challenging stare, one he felt fit and ready to give her. “Just as Kristanya means more to you than all things. Balance is the key, isn’t it? Light needs darkness to shine in. Darkness needs light to snuff out. Life needs death to be meaningful, and death needs life to feed on.”

      “You are the only male to ever stand here and have the chance to speak to me,” she said quietly. “And you picked a story you should not know nor understand because my sister and I thought it would be best to keep it hidden. We didn’t want anyone to think I could ever lose control of her and what that might look like. You are the only Andinna to ever say the story out loud in its entirety, knowing the implications it brings, knowing what it means. And I think…you might be the only one to ever know and understand without fear.” She shook her head, no longer angry but somewhat awed by his words. “You don’t fear the darkness.”

      “There is some in all of us,” he replied. “At least all mortals.”

      “You don’t fear the power.” She stepped closer to him.

      “Not in the hands of someone I love, no,” he said, looking up at her.

      She studied him as though he was something she had never seen before.

      “I watched you grow up from your grandmother’s eyes. When you became the last of my children on this mortal plane, I had hoped you would have a daughter and send her to me. Now, I see you have walked on a path I didn’t recognize. A path so close to my own, I could not recognize it for what it was.” She leaned back and smiled.

      “I didn’t see my path either until the Avatar of Amonora, a male named Varon, decided to show me the way,” he admitted. “But once the light revealed it, I knew what I had to do.”

      She hummed, her smile widening as if she knew something humorous.

      “Alchan Andini, you have been judged, and you have been found worthy.” She reached out and grabbed his forehead. Power flowed into him as she spoke. “You have joined the ranks of your predecessors and are now my Avatar…and the first true King of Anden. The wyverns will answer your call. You will see the hearts of your people to better serve them. You will rule without question and none shall be able to stand up to your dominance. Remember this important warning. Failure is answerable to me, and I will intervene in your activities if necessary. I have before, and I will again.” She released him, pushing him down onto the throne. “Good luck. Save my people from the death that awaits them, and…go find your sister. Show her that you are more than worthy of her love.”

      Lariana leaned over and kissed his forehead.

      Then everything was gone, and he sat in a throne room by himself.
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      Mave stood alone on the peak, staring in awe at the storm that whipped around her but didn’t touch her anymore. It perfectly cocooned the summit. The stone and rock under feet were warm. The air was warm. She thawed, and her pain subsided as blood flowed again, and her body could finally begin its healing process.

      She was there. Turning in a circle, looking around, she wondered where she had to go now or what she had to do.

      “Kristanya!” she screamed.

      “No need to yell,” the familiar voice said. “I’m right behind you.”

      Mave growled and turned slowly to see the goddess walk out of the storm.

      “Welcome to the one place on this earth where the dragons can still stand in the mortal realm and the one place where mortals can stand in the next. You stand on the border of two worlds, both of which I helped create,” Kristanya greeted, opening her hands and gesturing to the surprisingly boring space. Just an open bit of mountain, the summit surrounded by a storm. “Protected by the male dragons, both to keep all of you little mortals out…and to keep all of us females in.” She gave Mave a vicious smile.

      “This is where you and I will figure out why you won’t make me your Avatar. Why you’re willing to let the Andinna die,” Mave said, glaring at the goddess, her fury compounding. A flame, that nearly died on the mountain, roared back to life. “And the Avatar of Amonora said you’ve meddled in my life before! What is that about?”

      “Yes. We’ll talk, then we’ll move forward with the test. There is no turning back for you now, little girl.” Kristanya’s eyes narrowed. “You want to be my Avatar, and Amonora’s charity case is right, I have meddled in your life before. We’ll start with the meddling, as it’s being called.” Kristanya was suddenly right before Mave and touched her lower abdomen, palm out. Her free hand grabbed Mave’s shoulder and squeezed. Mave didn’t move as those fingers dug into her, painful even through the padded armor. “For decades, I saw souls come to me for final judgment, and they would tell me of you, murderer of your own people. Some of them lied. They were sad specimens of Andinna, but others…they could have had wonderful lives that you cut down too soon.” Kristanya growled. “Then decades became centuries. I told my sister, Amonora, to take something from you, something I felt you didn’t deserve. This.” The hand on Mave’s lower abdomen pressed. “That which brings so much death has no right to bring life into the world. I cannot create, as the goddess of death, and you brought more death to your own people than any other Andinna in history. This is your penance for killing so many. You will never have a legacy.”

      Something in Mave broke a little. Something very small. She would never have a child. Mave hadn’t even known she might have wanted one.

      That option was now ripped away from her, but it wasn’t herself Mave hurt for. Her husbands would never know the joy Kian did when he saw Senri pregnant. Mave would never be able to give them that. They would never have their own children…unless they found another female to have them with.

      That cut Mave’s heart more than anything else.

      “But you know why I did it,” Mave tried to say as Kristanya squeezed her shoulder harder. “I had to survive. I didn’t get to choose who I had to kill on those sands, Kristanya.”

      “When you came to Anden, I went into your dreams, angry with you,” Kristanya said as if she were admitting a secret. “I had no intention of training you, but you surprised me. You showed me the warrior they all saw, those warriors who fell to you. You have a dark core, something I had never seen in another of the Andinna. I saw the paths and knew if I continued to take my anger out on you, there was no hope. So, I switched course and decided to make you great. Not that it helped.” Kristanya released her and reappeared several feet away again, staring into the storm.

      “It did,” Mave growled. “Look at what I’ve accomplished and where I am! I’m here, begging you, my patron goddess, to give me the power to defeat our enemies. I need to become your Avatar. I keep this punishment you’ve given me. I don’t need children, but I need to watch my husbands grow old. I need to help my king. I need to protect the people I fought against for a thousand years. Allow me to prove myself for the Andinna one last time. Allow me to bring more death in their name, instead of death to them.”

      “You, like so many others, wish to use the power to subvert death. To keep what is rightfully mine from me. Make no mistake, Mave, their souls belong to me. They all do in the end.”

      “They aren’t yours yet,” Mave snarled, refusing to accept Kristanya’s words. “I’m not bringing anyone back from the dead. I am demanding the chance to change their path. The Andinna don’t believe in destiny. No soul belongs to you until it’s dead. Others tend to the living; you tend to the dead. You said it yourself.”

      “That changes nothing. You cannot be my Avatar,” Kristanya said, shaking her head. “You will not pass this test. I should kill you now, but you’ve made it this far. I’m only indulging you at this point.”

      “Why?” Mave screamed, feeling powerless. “Why can’t I be your Avatar? Why do the Andinna need to die for you to hold this line?”

      “Because if I make an Avatar, the world will be plunged into darkness,” Kristanya roared, making the earth shake. “Because I am Darkness. I, the first god of all gods. When the world was new, I was born, and I was powerful.” Something shined in her eyes—glory and a mad power. Mave didn’t move, but she wanted to. She wanted to run…to hide. “I am the primordial darkness! There was nothing before me!” Kristanya smiled, fangs bared, and walked closer to Mave.

      Mave took a step back.

      “I am the beginning, and I will be the inevitable end. Here is the problem, dear, naïve little girl…I will let the Andinna die before I put my power into the world and destroy it. If I release my power onto this world, my sisters will turn against me, and I am more powerful than both of them. It will not be the end of the Andinna. It will be the end of everything.” Kristanya’s smile turned into a grin as if she was pleased with that idea. “It’s so tempting. When I was born, I was alone. I was everything, and I was nothing. I was destruction with no outlet. Death with no life to destroy. Darkness with no light to snuff out and consume. Endless possibilities, but no paths to follow. Then my sister was born, and she gave me all of those things, and we battled. Endless and violent energies, constant foes, trying to claim this world. Finally, my vicious needs had something to crush, and I nearly succeeded. I nearly ended this world before it ever began.”

      Mave stumbled as Kristanya appeared right before her. She fell as Kristanya looked down on her.

      “But…after my sister and I warred, for what felt like an eternity, we settled. We learned from each other, and I’ve grown fond of this family I have. So, my dear, naïve warrior…” Kristanya crouched and reached out, touching Mave’s chin. “I will let the Andinna die because the alternative is worse. I do not want to be alone anymore. I do not want to turn against my siblings and hurt them. I do not want darkness and nothing. I want them with me for eternity. I need them. So, no, I will not give a mortal even a fraction of my power. It would only lead to endless death of all things. There is no mortal—past, present, or future—who could understand the things I have had to do to fight my darkest urges.”

      Mave tried to understand.

      “You could kill all of them?” she asked, looking at Kristanya in a new way.

      “I am Death, and all things can die,” Kristanya answered, her words colder than the mountain Mave had climbed. “Even the gods.”

      “Why haven’t you already?” Mave’s heart was pounding. “What’s kept you in check?”

      “I bowed to my sister and put forth my powers to her needs, to keep balance in the world, and allowed her to lead me as she did the other dragons,” Kristanya answered, her head tilting to the side. “Lariana, my bright sister, is a leader, where I am only destruction and power. She is…perfect. She is all the things this world needs. I will follow her until we have no options left, the battle must continue, and this world’s time is done. On that day, I hope our end will still find a way to be peaceful. I don’t wish to fight her.”

      There was a level of awe and reverence in Kristanya for her twin Mave didn’t expect, but she understood it.

      “I don’t wish to plunge the world in darkness,” Mave whispered.

      “But you will because you don’t understand,” Kristanya said sadly, reaching out. “When the time comes for the Andinna to die, I will retreat into my core and greet all of their souls. I will probably think about this moment and wonder, but it is not worth the risk.”

      “You don’t understand,” Mave snapped, pulling her face away from the goddess’s touch. “I don’t want to plunge the world into darkness. I want to be my king’s sword! I need to be his weapon. I need to fight better than all Andinna, and I need him to lead me. I have never been a leader, either, Kristanya. I have never wanted more than a small portion of the world. I don’t want to conquer. I just want to survive. I want to help my king because he has to lead us all, or we’ll fall.”

      “Your king,” Kristanya said softly, her eyes narrow once again. “My sister has spoken to me about your king. An upstart who didn’t do his duty and produce a female heir for her. Maybe if he had done that, she could rise up and become my sister’s Avatar, but no…it’s too late for him to create that. Another path closed.”

      “I wouldn’t follow his daughter until she proved herself. He has. He’s probably there right now, standing in the Hall of Queens, asking Lariana to make him her Avatar.”

      Kristanya seemed confused. She looked into the storm, but Mave wondered if she was looking beyond that.

      “Ah,” the goddess whispered. “That’s where my sister ran off to tonight. I was focused on you…” Kristanya frowned. “Really, sister?” Her head tilted to the side as Mave realized she had been forgotten, and the words weren’t for her. “It doesn’t matter,” the goddess said softly, shaking her head. “It changes nothing.”

      “What?” Mave stood up, wondering what this goddess knew that she didn’t.

      “You don’t need to know,” Kristanya answered, turning on her again. “Because you need to pass the test, and I grow tired of this conversation.”

      Mave straightened, anxious. Kristanya summoned two curved blades, moroks, traditional weapons of the Andinna. Only Mave used them in pairs, but now Kristanya held them in the same fashion.

      “I was required to have a test, so I made an impossible one,” Kristanya said with a smile. “You must draw one blood on me. Then, and only then, can you become my Avatar.”

      “You’re the goddess of war,” Mave said, drawing her own swords. She had lost one on the mission when she had lost Kian. It hadn’t been difficult to replace, only heartbreaking.

      “Exactly,” Kristanya growled happily, spinning her swords in her hands. “One blood, little warrior. We begin now.”

      The goddess launched her attack before Mave could register the words. She didn’t block the first strike but was able to move just enough to keep it from doing more than minimal damage, a thin cut across her thigh. The second strike glanced Mave’s ribs. Mave winced but kept moving, thrown off her game. This was fast, faster than anyone Mave had ever fought, including the goddess herself.

      The goddess was going for the kill. Mave stumbled and fell, rolling before a sword entered her heart.

      I need to be faster. I need to be stronger.

      Mave was already bleeding, so she called on the power of her spilled blood to fuel her. The next time Kristanya attacked, trying to open Mave’s gut, Mave was able to jump away with more confidence. The blade nicked her hip, but it was a shallow wound and gave Mave another source of blood. She remembered the mistakes she’d made fighting Lothen. She couldn’t make them here. She couldn’t call too much and kill herself in the process.

      Mave tried to go on the offensive, but Kristanya deflected her attack with ease and sliced into Mave’s bicep before she could pull away.

      “I’ll kill you with a thousand cuts if you don’t want to die quickly,” Kristanya said, smiling. “If you really think you can win, I’ll destroy you slowly. It’s been a long time since someone truly gave me a chance to practice.”

      Mave was a toy, and Kristanya was going to play with her.

      Their blades clashed, and Mave tried to hold strong. If she faltered, Kristanya could cut her in half. Her muscles screamed, wondering how her opponent could be so strong. She had to break the block and jump, wincing as the blade slid over her shoulder.

      Mave kept calling on power as Kristanya continued to attack. It was relentless. Mave felt chased, she felt beaten, and it had only begun.

      “You think you can hold the darkness and conquer death?” Kristanya roared, both taunting and furious as she cut into Mave again. “Do you think you could represent me on the mortal plane?”

      “Yes!” Mave answered, kicking the goddess back, finally getting a hit. It wasn’t a blood, though. It was purely defensive, and the goddess only moved back two steps. “I do,” Mave growled. “I think I can. On the mortal plane, I have conquered death time and time again. I have overcome, and I have been a bringer of it. You know that.”

      “Prove it now, then!” Kristanya laughed, spinning her blades. “Prove that your dark core is as deep and cold as my own. Prove to me when you have nothing left, you can call upon that last bit of yourself.”

      The goddess attacked again. Mave roared and met her, their swords hitting hard enough to make the world shake with the sound. One of Mave’s moroks broke, the steel snapping in two. She ducked, so Kristanya couldn’t take her head.

      Mave tried to kick Kristanya’s feet out from underneath her, but the goddess jumped the attempt and kicked Mave in the face, sending her head back to crack into the rock and dirt of the mountain.

      Her ears were ringing, but Mave overcame the daze and kept moving. She didn’t fall into the past, long over that weakness. She was Mave, and she was an Andinna warrior, fighting a goddess. The horrors of the pits and Elliar were long behind her. They had made her stronger.

      She dodged Kristanya’s next two vicious attacks but once again, found herself on the back foot. The fight continued as Mave began to breathe hard. Kristanya pressed her to keep moving around the peak, knowing if she ran too far, she would enter the storm and be swept away. Trapped in this small space with a goddess bent on her death, Mave reached into herself.

      She didn’t try to heal her wounds. She only yanked more power from her blood and flooded her body with it.

      When Kristanya swung again, launching the next deadly attack, Mave was able to block the first two swings and deliver a counterattack. It didn’t land, but it made Kristanya jump back, which gave Mave the opening she needed to press forward and take charge.

      “You call upon the blood of the living,” Kristanya said with a grin as Mave tried everything she knew to break the goddess’s defenses. “And that power fades every moment you use it.”

      Mave knew the goddess was right. Every swing meant Mave had to call more power to maintain. Every injury allowed more power to slip away and weakened her body.

      Mave was too slow with a single strike, and Kristanya took advantage, cutting Mave open across the back of her hand. Her remaining sword flew from her hand, and when Mave looked down as she ran, she saw black blood flowing from her injury, not red.

      Her legs were shaking as she grabbed her sword in time to stop Kristanya from delivering a final blow. She held the sword above her as Kristanya pressed down on her with both of her own.

      Mave stared into the goddess’s black eyes, her mind frantic.

      No. I can’t lose here. I can’t fail them. I have to do this for my family. All of them. The ones who brought me out of the darkness. I need to do this for them.

      Mave reached into herself, deeper than she ever had, and pulled on power she had never reached before, not consciously—her soul, kept in her dark core, the place she hid. It had kept a dark power from her for so long but had always been the source of her strength. She had never realized the strength it had, giving her the willpower to defy and to fight, to survive when all those around her wanted her dead.

      Now, she had to actively use it. Even when the body and blood died, the soul remained—a secret truth of the Andinna, hidden in plain sight. Souls lasted so long, they visited on Al Moro Nat. They continued into the next plane when the mortal body failed.

      With a roar, she pushed up off her back and made it to her knees, then rose to her feet and forced Kristanya to back away.

      “What have you done?” Kristanya asked, curious. Not angry or surprised, just curious, as if she had never seen a mortal do what Mave had done.

      Mave looked down at herself, black stains all over her body and armor.

      She had never felt more alive.

      “Found more power,” she answered. “Found my power.”

      She ran for Kristanya and swung quickly, her sword cutting through the air like there was no resistance, so fast it was a blur. The goddess defended, grinning viciously.

      “Now, this is a fight!” Kristanya laughed.

      Their swords once again met hard enough, it echoed around them and shook the earth. This time, one of Kristanya’s blades broke, and the goddess snarled as she brought a foot up and kicked Mave back nearly twenty feet and sent her rolling in the dirt. Mave felt something break and snap, screaming as she stopped with her face in the dirt.

      When she tried to get up, she couldn’t.

      She had to.

      “Even your soul will fail eventually, Maevana!” Kristanya called, walking toward her again. “Even that will fade. Souls are powerful things and endure for what seems endless to you, but I know they fade. Even at its strongest, right now, you will not get a single blood on me.”

      Mave tried to push up, wondering what was broken, wondering what had just happened.

      Finally, Mave realized she wouldn’t be able to stand, so she laid there, tears flooding her eyes as she realized Kristanya had broken her back.

      Kristanya drew closer every step.

      Mave called on everything—every drop remaining of her blood, every bit of her soul.

      She would give it all for this. She risked killing herself, but even if she died, she would prove to Kristanya, there was one mortal who could have done it. Mave would do it with her last breath.

      As Kristanya raised her remaining blade, Mave collected every ounce of power she had.

      She swung, knowing it was her only chance. Kristanya’s sword fell to the ground as Mave watched red well up in a thin line on Kristanya’s leg.

      “Ah,” Kristanya said softly. Mave felt panic as Kristanya rolled her over to stare at the sky. “You are dying, Mave.”

      “Yes,” Mave answered, swallowing. “You…”

      “I know what I did to you,” Kristanya whispered, reaching down. “But knowing death was coming, you didn’t accept it. You got your one blood, little warrior. And now…I must uphold my end of the bargain. We’ll both have to live with the consequences.”

      Mave tried to keep breathing, but Kristanya put a hand on her chest, and power flooded into her. She screamed, the cold, dark power flooding her every sense. Kristanya stepped away from her, but Mave only screamed as the power ripped through her body.

      “Retreat,” Kristanya whispered.

      Mave knew what the goddess meant and listened but could not get past the power now inside her. It was deadly and destructive. It was fearsome and raw. It was a rage that refused to be contained. A monster that wanted to consume all things.

      I understand now. I have to control it. This is the final test. Control it before it finishes killing me.

      Mave fought, retreating to her cold and dark place, the fear of her fate leaving her. She looked at the power and demanded it to yield to her, for she was Maevana Lorren Amori, and she only bowed to her king.

      Everything changed. Mave moved and found herself lying on the ground in a different position. She was disoriented and confused but knew she wasn’t going to die. Why was giving her a real hard time figuring out.

      “And now, you are my Avatar,” Kristanya said in her mind. “Three domains lay at your fingertips—war, death, and darkness.”

      Mave tried to stand, but everything felt odd. She looked down and saw she had no hands.

      She had black scaled feet with deadly, shining black talons at the end of each toe. She looked at Kristanya and saw a dragon staring back at her with pure black eyes.

      In the blink of an eye, they were Andinna again, and Mave groaned as she went to her knees, her body weak, but nothing was bleeding, and her back was no longer broken.

      “My power healed you because it needed a vessel, and you proved yourself. However, it will also take its toll. Every time you use the most destructive of its abilities, you will quicken your pace to your own demise. The mortal form isn’t supposed to contain such power. Use the power wisely.” Kristanya knelt in front of her. “You and I are bonded now. I will always answer your call to give you guidance or a warning.”

      “Is there anything else?” Mave asked, looking up to Kristanya.

      “No. You can go now. Go to your brother, the Avatar of Lariana, and let him point you toward war. Be his Champion.” Kristanya turned away, looking into the storm again. “Show them, my Avatar, what happens when the black dragon flies again.”

      The goddess disappeared, but Mave heard what the goddess had said.

      Alchan succeeded. He’d done it. He was out there, waiting on her now.

      She’d always had faith in him.

      She took only a moment to decide how she wanted to get off this mountain and return to her family.

      Mave ran into the storm, not letting the battering winds stop her or push her around. She reached a cliffside, spread her wings.

      And jumped.
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      Mat felt as if there was lightning in his veins. It got him out of bed, panting and holding himself as something raw and powerful reached out to him and touched him from his bond with Mave.

      “Mat, are you okay?” Zayden asked as Mat ran for the door.

      “She’s…” He could feel her, but everything was wrong—different. He hadn’t had much time to adjust to the bond before she left, and for days, she had gone so far from him, he felt as though he was going insane. He had needed her, and she was out of his reach. He didn’t understand how she or Luykas could tolerate the vast distances they managed.

      He burst out of the bedroom, glad he had slept in loose pants. He ran through the temple, his heart pounding, frantic to find her and figure out what was happening. He heard footsteps behind him.

      “Mat!” Bryn called out. “Mat, slow down!”

      He couldn’t. He ran out of the temple and reached the giant platform and saw something in the sky. He was speechless as his bond tried to tell him something he wasn’t certain he could believe. It couldn’t be real, could it?

      “Is that a wyvern?” Emerian asked, confused at what Mat was watching.

      “No…” Zayden said, sounding more wary. “Way too big to be a wyvern, I think.”

      “Mat, what’s wrong?” Bryn asked, touching his arm.

      The beast in the sky turned to him. Mat had to back up, fear overriding his other emotions. They backed away, practically scrambling as a monster drew closer in the sky, taking cover in the open temple door because none of them were scared enough to run inside.

      “By the Skies,” Zayden whispered first. “Not a wyvern…a dragon. It has four legs. See? Wyverns have their wings attached to their front legs. Dragons have four legs and wings coming out of their back.”

      “There’s only one black dragon! Is it…” Bryn stopped talking.

      Mat watched as it soared through the air toward them as if it had realized they were there and wanted to see them…or eat them…or destroy them. He had no idea what he was feeling anymore because he couldn’t trust any of it, but Zayden was right.

      It was a massive black dragon with wings.

      “Kristanya doesn’t have wings,” he said, not really talking to the males. He had to say it out loud for himself to really believe. “She gave them to us.”

      The dragon landed on the platform, taking up most of the space. The beast was probably five times the size of Rain’s wyvern form and three times the size of the biggest wyvern on record.

      It roared into the sky, shaking the entire temple. Around him, his friends grabbed onto each other, but Mat held his own balance. The bond was still too confusing. He couldn’t understand. He couldn’t believe.

      When the roar was over, the dragon twisted its head and neck until it was on the floor and staring at him.

      Mat saw the truth in the dragon’s eyes.

      A color he could never forget. A color that he could never deny.

      Blue-grey like frosted steel or a winter storm—cold.

      He stepped closer, knowing the bond would never lie to him. He had to trust it.

      The dragon breathed into his face as he stared into its eyes.

      “Mave.”
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      Varon sat on the cliffside again, watching the clouds roll by. He knew he was there because something great had happened, something wondrous.

      His friends had succeeded. They had done it, and soon the world would know what happened when the twin powers of light and dark go to war to protect their people.

      “Varon,” she said softly, almost chastising. “Do you know what you have done?”

      I do. He confirmed, speaking with his thoughts. And I regret none of it.

      “Of course you don’t. I sent you into the world with a specific duty, and you fulfilled that duty time and time again. I have seen my Avatars do many things, but I have never had an Avatar who fulfilled it the way you have. You meddled into the affairs of the other goddesses. Varon, stand, and look at me.”

      He got to his feet, leaving his favorite view behind. He saw her waiting, but what he had not expected was his goddess to be flanked by her older sisters.

      “You have walked outside the bounds of your duty, Avatar,” Kristanya growled, a being of vicious fury.

      “And you reminded us that not even we fully understand the hearts of our people,” Lariana said with all the regal poise he expected.

      “Varon, explain yourself,” his goddess demanded, staring him down.

      I love my people more than I was willing to follow the rules. If upsetting all of you is the price I had to pay, I will pay it. Punish me. I am at your mercy. He went to his knees in front of them.

      “Your charity case is full of surprises,” Kristanya growled. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “Avatar of Amonora, today we give you a gift for delivering us a much-needed reminder,” Lariana said, now humored.

      He looked up, shocked by their words.

      “For ages, it has been believed my sister and I are of equal power, and I rule because I am the dominant one. Your King reminded me this is not the case, but you reminded both my sister and me of something far more important.” Lariana crouched in front of him, her smile serene. “Tell me, Varon, who do you believe is the most powerful goddess?”

      He answered with his heart.

      Amonora, for it is love that brought our world out of the primordial chaos and into a time of peace. It was love that gave you the ability to rule your sister. It gave her the ability to appreciate the world and to follow you. It was love that gave you the male dragons, husbands who helped shape this world. Love that pushed you to create us, your children, and our wyvern cousins. He took a deep breath, unneeded since he couldn’t actually speak, but an old habit. And I knew it would be love, not war or leadership, light or dark, that guided the Andinna to where they are today, with an Avatar of Lariana and an Avatar of Kristanya walking the world, ready to defend their people and usher in a new age. The same love that brought you together would be the thing that saved our people.

      “And you are correct,” the white dragon goddess said, pleased with his answer. She touched his cheek. “And for the wisdom that has guided your steps, Kristanya and I came together, a combination of her power and mine, to give you a gift.”

      Her hand trailed down and wrapped around his neck.

      Power flowed into him, the small amount dissipating as it was done with its task.

      Lariana and Kristanya walked away as Amonora helped him to his feet and kissed him.

      “Go,” she whispered with a sly smile. “Go, my beautiful boy, and start singing for me again.”
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        * * *

      

      Varon woke up with a start, reaching out to his husband. Nevyn groaned and sat up.

      “Are you okay?” Nevyn wrapped an arm around him. Varon looked at Nevyn’s face, remembering the first moment he saw it, beautiful and perfect. His warrior was everything he needed for the rest of his days.

      And start singing for me again.

      Tears flooded his eyes as he touched Nevyn’s face.

      “I love you,” Varon whispered, testing and stunned to find he was right. They had made him whole.

      “What?” Nevyn blinked.

      “I love you,” Varon said, clear and strong. “I love you, Nevyn.”

      Nevyn started to cry and grabbed him back. “I love you.”

      They laughed, and they cried, and they held each other.

      And Varon began to sing for them.

      With hope in his heart, he sang.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dear Reader,

          

        

      

    

    
      This go around, I feel like I owe everyone an apology. I killed Kian, Leshaun, Dave, and Vahn. I broke Emerian. I hurt everyone. There’s something wrong with me. I know. But hey, Mave can turn into a DRAGON NOW! This was the book I’ve been waiting for. This was the book where I could bring everything I’ve been building for the entire series together. It was so hard it was to keep Avatars a secret. I knew if I told everyone before this, you would guess it without even trying, so Varon and I worked together to just never tell anyone. Now you know. So forgive me for the deaths and enjoy Mave being a dragon.

      Now, onto the good news:

      
        
        THE AVATAR’S FLIGHT

        AGE OF THE ANDINNA BOOK 7

        APRIL 2021

      

      

      Check out my website with my blog(where you can find free reading material from new points of view), and sign up for my mailing list! HERE

      Or you can come join me in The Banet Pride, my facebook reader’s group.

      

      And remember,

      Reviews are always welcome, whether you loved or hated the book. Please consider taking a few moments to leave one and know I appreciate every second of your time and I’m thankful.
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      Feminine- ‘am’

      Amin- Female

      Ami- Baby

      Amra- Mother

      Arra- Mommy/Mom (Informal mother)

      Amara- Daughter

      Amir- Sister

      Amrya- Aunt

      Amyra- Neice

      Amran- Grandmother

      Amanra- Lover/Wife

      

      Masculine- ‘bod’

      Bodin- Male

      Bodi- Baby

      Bodra- Father

      Baba- Daddy/Dad (Informal father)

      Bodara- Son

      Bodyr- Brother

      Bodrya- Uncle

      Bodyra- Nephew

      Bodran- Grandfather

      Bodanra- Lover/Husband

      

      Alternative Male and Female

      Ahin- A gay female

      Ahren- A female that is excessively submissive. Normally isn’t strong enough in personality to attract males.

      Ahyara- Committed female-only relationship.

      Bedin- A gay male.

      Bedru- A male that is excessively dominate and possessive. Normally considered unsuitable to females due to dominance issues.

      Bedyara- Committed male-only relationship.

      

      General Terms

      Ahea- Hello

      Ohea- Goodbye

      Al- The

      Ut- You

      Uta- Them

      Et- Me/I

      Rai- The term for the Andinna temper. No real translation.

      Mativa- A ‘tradition keeper’, or someone, normally female, who passes on important cultural knowledge and leads a community.

      Olda- Blood

      Oldura- Official Andena word for a ‘Blackblood’. No real translation.

      Tatua- The Andinna ‘ink’ normally done by a Blackblood with blood magic.

      Mayara- Andinna family unit. The band of males who center on a female to protect serve, and in most cases, love. Generally husbands/lovers, but can also include brothers, fathers, sons, or just close male friends.

      Illo- Big, large (Illon- bigger, larger)

      Illi- Little, small (Illin- smaller, littler)

      Oto- Old (Oton- older)

      Oti- Young (Otin- younger)

      Ildan- Friend

      Ilanra- Beloved

      Ildar- Adopted/Adopt/Adoptive in terms of family.

      Raki- Mixed blood/mutt.

      Ensam-  An Andinna without social place. Forced out by the community or by choice.

      Mara- Life

      Olmara- Birth

      Moro- Death

      Somaro- Elite warrior

      Morok- Classic Andinna curved blade

      Svamor- War group of Andinna.

      Semara- Soul

      Sema- Skies or just the sky.

      Sita- Submit/Submissive

      Andin- Dragon

      Andinno- Wyvern

      Vahne- Strong

      Nola- King

      Lera- Walk (Lerani- run)

      Vorha- Mountain

      

      Curses and Sayings

      Kak- Shit

      Amov/Bodov- Bitch for female and male respectively

      Kuk- Ass

      Voek- Damn

      Linti- Pigeon

      Voek al Sema- Damn the Skies

      Na al Sema- By the Skies

      Skies/Sema- a way Andinna reference their gods without blaspheming. “Damn the Skies.” “By the Skies.”

      Anvea et- I’m sorry or ‘forgive me’

      Et anvea ut- Apology accepted or ‘I forgive you’
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