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Chapter 1 

Faith does not guarantee safety. 
Smoke curled over the hillside as Kyra crested the rise, her gaze 
fixed on the scene beneath her. Her calloused hand planted an 
ancient staff on the ground, gripping it with the strength of a 
practised killer. “Finally,” she said under her breath. 

A hand latched onto hers, cold and clammy, but 
brimming with innate strength. Eli’s silver eyes creased in a 
warm smile. “We made it.” 

Kyra allowed herself a moment to breathe it in. High in 
the wilderness, bitter wind swirled out of the mountains, 
whispering ancient secrets past her senses. Below, the shining 
city of Imbra was wreathed in golden light, Eternal Torches 
ringing the paths and walls, lighting the pathway home. 

“I’ll give the others a break,” Eli said, squeezing her 
hand before letting go.  

Her boots crunched on melting snow, over green shoots 
peeking through the icy covering. Kyra knelt on the ground, 
damp soaking through her travel-worn clothing. A shove 
buffeted her body and the snow leopard cub purred 
contentedly.  

“Careful, Nix,” she murmured. “You’re too close to the 
edge.” The cub paid her no heed, lolling on the snowy grass, 
smudging mottled black-and-white fur. Kyra smiled and brushed 
a hand under the leopard’s chin, enjoying the brief respite. But 
as soon as she stopped stroking Nix, the purring stopped and 
ageless violet eyes fixed on her once more. 

From behind her echoed an exhausted sigh, and her 
body ached when she twisted to look. A hulking warrior in thick 
traveller’s garb swayed as Eli helped him down from his horse, a 
slumbering girl cradled in muscled arms. Monsun had pushed 
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himself hard too hard after their struggles in the mountains. His 
normally bronze skin was pale, and sweat beaded at his 
forehead. By rights, they shouldn’t have even kept him moving 
after he was poisoned. But nonetheless, the elegant silver tattoo 
on Monsun’s cheek stretched as he smiled wearily at the girl he 
carried.  

The greying monk beside him groaned, instinctively 
rubbing the stump of his left hand. “I’m never riding again,” 
Alsair said, his good hand switching to massaging his buttocks. 
As Kyra watched, Eli stepped away from Monsun and crossed 
to the monk, supporting the older man’s weight as he sat. 

“Getting old, Alsair?” Eli asked.  
Alsair merely raised a bushy brow, but the gleam in his 

jade eyes promised trouble later. Eli’s gaze turned back to Kyra, 
but she couldn’t smile. Nothing involving Alsair could make her 
smile these days. Instead, she stared at her city, finally at her 
feet. The Eternal Torches burned without heat, sustained by the 
power of Nestham Himself. To touch one was forbidden. To 
bear one was heresy.  

Heresy tasted good these days. 
She shivered as her eyes landed upon the highest part of 

the city, contained within the interior wall, the Citadel separated 
from the lower city. The palace’s graceful spires reached into the 
skyline, as did the colossal inferno of the Eternal Flame’s 
Wellspring. And just below the roaring flame... Kyra’s eyes 
narrowed on the Eternal Order’s Cathedral, a chill creeping up 
her spine. 

“We escaped that place before,” Eli said, rejoining her at 
the cliff face. “We’ll be fine going back in.”  

“You know, in some circles it’s considered rude to know 
what people are thinking.” 

“I’ve never heard you complain yet,” he said. 
“When I do, you’ll know.” She let the smile widen, but 

she could already feel herself steeling the longer she looked at 
that city, at the joy and pain it held within. And once more, she 
looked at the Cathedral. The last time they’d been in that 
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building she’d been imprisoned, and Temero himself had 
branded Eli. A demon, the long-lost enemy of Ekra, in the body 
of Vindicator Cedwin. This demon was why they had returned 
to Imbra. They had a score to settle, and a hunt to begin.  

“How can we even be sure Temero fled to Imbra?” Eli 
said. 

“Maybe he didn’t.” Kyra shrugged. “After we—after 
Cedwin died,” she flicked her gaze to Monsun, “he could have 
gone anywhere. But he’s not dead, that’s for sure. Besides, we’re 
in no shape to hunt him now. We need support.” And I need 
my parents. 

He rolled well-muscled shoulders and sighed. “Just a 
normal day for two Marked.” Power stirred in her at the 
mention of his magic, the physical strength and supernatural 
healing blending together. A Princess and a Guardian.  

“Are we ready to enter the city?” Kyra asked the group, 
even though they’d gone over this several times. She focused in 
on her Vindicator. “Monsun, are you up to this?” 

A flash of heavy brows hidden swiftly by royal protocol, 
and the warrior spoke softly, wary of the child cradled in his 
arms. “His Majesty dispatched me to hunt you down, but I will 
escort you in as companions. Keep your hoods up so they do 
not recognise you.”  

Eternal Order, Imbran Guard, nobility, peasant, 
demon... the list went on. Kyra nodded and was about to turn 
back to surveying the city when the unmistakable chink of gold 
rang out on their little bluff. Amora stirred, her black hair 
bobbing around her ears. Yes, that was several gold coins falling 
to the ground. And whatever melancholy had settled on her 
lifted as Monsun tenderly set her down. Kyra knelt by the girl, 
swiftly gathering the coins and stashing them back in the urchin’s 
pouch along with whatever else she’d liberated from their time 
in Dawn Sanctum.  

“Thanks, actor,” Amora whispered, bobbing up with 
limitless energy.  
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And as Kyra stood, something prickled at her neck, a 
long-trained instinct combined with restored magic. She noted 
it, then set it aside.  

“At your convenience, Your Highness.” Eli grinned, with 
a magnanimous sweep to Kyra.  

Heat bloomed on her cheeks as she rolled her eyes. 
Kyra patted the ancient circlet tucked into her belt, then covered 
it with her cloak. “I told you to stop calling me that.” 
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Chapter 2 

The most obvious change in Imbra was the soldiers. Kyra, her 
face shrouded in a travel-stained hood, couldn’t stop looking at 
them. In front of her, Monsun rode at the head of their group, 
tattoo and weapons on full display, while she clutched hers 
under her cloak. But the staff, almost as tall as she was, was 
difficult to keep inconspicuous. It got harder when Nix 
squirmed in her jacket, the cub straining the material. They 
marched down Royal Parade, heading straight towards the 
Citadel. It should have been bustling with people. Now, it was 
silent. 

She dropped her head further and compared the guards. 
Imbran soldiers resplendent in clean blue tunics, their officers 
distinguished with white trim. Only Vindicators like Monsun 
wore silver. Across the street, wine and food stained the 
vermilion jerkins of Eternal Guardsmen. Despite their slovenly 
appearance, some looked lethal, their eyes alert, smiles arrogant. 
Each wore a medal on their chest, a dove pierced by a sword. 
Kyra’s muscles clenched, but she regained control. No need to 
reveal the one they had tried to kill was within their grasp. After 
all, they’d nearly succeeded twice.  

Beside her, tension rippled off Eli. His eyes tracked 
every move, hunter’s instincts she’d trusted in the north. He 
kept his hands hidden beneath his cloak, but he tensed every 
time a Guardsman walked past. She stepped closer, elbowed 
him. The young man sucked in a breath and carried on. Nix 
burrowed into her jacket, the little leopard somehow 
understanding the need for secrecy.  

At the head of their group, Amora held tight to 
Monsun’s trim waist, cradled up against him on the horse. 
Behind Kyra, Alsair strode with confidence, though his Jinnam 
medallion remained under his robe. A robe that was too 
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distinctive, drawing stares from soldiers and citizens alike. An 
Eternal Guardsman’s eyes narrowed on Alsair, and Kyra 
reached forward—but Monsun was already glaring at the soldier, 
and the Guardsman quickly found somewhere else to be. But as 
she glanced at Alsair again, her hand cramped around her staff 
in memory of a stocky monk and his strangely contented smile, 
one who had condemned her and Eli to face Temero’s proxy 
alone. These days, the more she looked at him, the more her 
headaches increased.  

“Are you nervous?” Eli breathed next to her.  
“Should I be?” she rasped. 
He paused and held her gaze, the silver irises trapping 

her in endless depths, quickening her heartbeat. “Last time 
didn’t end well.” That was the understatement of the century. 

“Oh, Five Hells,” she cursed. “What if Trayse is here? 
He would recognise me as the Ghost.” Jayne Farer, the Ghost, 
was an identity she no longer held. She was only Kyra Antarun 
now, Princess of Leranion, one of Nestham’s Marked. She’d 
mastered two of the Kingdom’s blessings, and her father had the 
third.  

“We can handle Trayse. At least he’s only human.” Eli 
brushed aside that threat so easily. But Eli hadn’t been in the 
pouring rain, kneeling over Rinna’s corpse, the woman’s own 
blood used to paint Trayse’s initial into the tree. He hadn’t seen 
lightning cracking over a slaughter of refugees and wanderers. 
He hadn’t almost fallen for someone who was plotting to 
destroy him. 

That night, Kyra had seen the damage one human could 
do. That night she had sworn vengeance. But when he had 
cornered Eli and her, tricking and trapping them so effortlessly, 
she hadn’t acted. She’d frozen in fear, as helpless as when he 
had massacred her friends.  

A gentle hand, calloused and strong, squeezed her own, 
and Eli’s smile was a cracking light in the muddled mist of her 
thoughts. He abandoned caution and kissed her, and she 
marvelled at the scent of him, like the earth after spring rain. 
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Alsair groaned quietly behind them. “Really? In the 
middle of the street?” 

Eli pulled back, ignoring the monk’s comment. “We’ll 
be okay,” he promised her.  

Her pounding heart calmed, and she threw a smile at 
him. They continued on through the city, avoiding the pacing 
soldiers. Above them, the Citadel loomed, and that was enough. 
She closed her eyes and summoned her magic. Dark gloves on 
her hands concealed the telltale golden glow of her Mark, and 
her senses sharpened, her balance steadied, her strength 
magnified. 

“Feels like it’s about to blow,” Amora whispered. “The 
slums are worse, huh?” 

Monsun glanced over his shoulder, stirring thick braids 
clasped with gold beads. “The gates of the Citadel are ahead,” 
he said, his Biralam accent melodic and eloquent. “Remain 
quiet and hidden.”  

The looming gates overshadowed her, and the ancient 
carvings of snarling leopards were nothing like the ball of fuzz in 
her jacket. She wouldn’t be able to pull this off for much longer, 
as Nix pressed in on her chest. 

“Soon, you’re walking on your own,” she whispered to 
the cub. Nix purred, and the vibration rumbled through her 
torso. A smile crept over her, so she found something of great 
interest on the cobblestones. 

“Identification, please,” a Leranion soldier asked. 
Monsun just stared at him, cutting quite a heroic figure on the 
dishevelled horse. “Apologies, Vindicator. Step right through,” 
the guard said. Monsun rumbled thanks, and they passed 
through. Monsun dismounted, handing the reins to his horse to 
a nearby Leranion guard. Kyra breathed a quiet sigh. At least 
that part had gone right. 

“I wish we could just announce ourselves,” Eli grumbled.  
“Always the dramatic.” She smiled. “I don’t want to 

reveal myself until we know what the Order is doing.” She 
tapped Monsun’s leg. “To the palace, please.”  
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He smiled at her. “That was the plan, Highness.” Of 
course, he was a loyal servant of her throne. Her Vindicator had 
reacted well to the fulfilment of the life debt to Eli, her... what? 
What did they call it now? She knew how she felt, and he felt 
the same. Still, “courting” seemed too noble a word—when 
noble was definitely not Eli. Especially when the Guardian 
would have to hide his identity in the court lest the Order find 
him. Nestham above! She hadn’t even considered the danger 
she was placing him in. She peered at him, but he was staring up 
at the towers of the Citadel. 

Flames roared above them, the light a symbol of 
Nestham’s blessing. One of two gifts that could reveal a 
Marked’s power. They’d hidden their own Torch under Alsair’s 
robe, the monk blissfully unconcerned by the power he carried.  

At last, she stepped up onto the ancient stairs, and her 
thoughts stopped. How many times had she sprinted with 
reckless abandon down these very steps? With every stride, the 
weight of centuries bore down on her, as if generations of kings 
and queens, of generals and priests and heroes, were watching 
her.  

A phantom hand caressed her shoulder, warm and 
motherly. One of those heroes was watching her. She hadn’t 
seen Eshe since the day she’d killed Cedwin, the day she’d 
fought for her throne. But the ancient Queen protected her, 
guided her, just as the old Guardian Jaser Cathom watched over 
Eli. The thought of that prickly spirit made her blood boil.  

Another step. She risked a glance up and gaped at the 
soaring spires she knew so well. A mighty stronghold set on a 
hill higher than all of the Citadel, its three towers reached into 
the sky as if they could touch Nestham Himself. Elegant peaks 
of the finest glass, set in a perfect triangle. The south-western 
Spire, to the front of the palace, was the Eternal Order’s second 
sanctuary after the Cathedral. Set so the holy men could inform 
the ruler of Nestham’s will. Of course, they needed to have her 
father’s ear. The south-eastern Spire was the home of the 
Vindicators, their elite warriors and generals. Five of them, until 
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she’d killed one a week ago. She hadn’t known Cedwin, but 
she’d asked Monsun to tell her about him, as healing for both of 
them. A good man, recently appointed and burning to prove 
himself. 

A kinder Kyra may have said the blame lay with 
Temero, the demon possessing the man’s body, causing him to 
torture Eli and try to kill her. But Kyra Antarun, the Nameless 
Heir of Leranion, knew where the blame truly lay.  

Her gaze fell on the northern spire. At the rear of the 
palace, it climbed above all others. The Royal Spire. Her Spire. 
She kept climbing, and as the wind drifted in, the waterfall’s 
spray misted her hair. Joy bubbled up inside her, but she kept 
her eyes ahead and steeled herself to what she might find. 
When they reached the great doors, two guards in blue and 
white pounded their fists against their chests and let them in. 

Under the palace, she knew, a great chasm ran through 
the hill. At least they wouldn’t need the shortcut over the chasm 
today. Though it was faster, it still wasn’t something she 
particularly enjoyed. Not after that incident with her friends, 
when they’d shut her in the lightless hole with one loud 
prisoner. 

However, as she paced through the rich halls, every step 
a memory, the problem finally dawned on her. “It’s too quiet,” 
she hissed. Every servant they’d passed, every courtier, they’d all 
hurried on their way, never meeting their eyes. There should 
have been colour and light, laughter and music. But there was 
nothing.  

Monsun nodded thoughtfully, and when the next servant 
girl came close, he leaned over. “Anne,” he rumbled. 

The young woman whipped her head around, widened 
eyes trained on him, a hand rising to her chest, before she 
smiled and relaxed. “Vindicator Monsun.” She curtsied. “It’s 
good to have you back,” she said, but her pretty brown eyes 
blinked too quickly. 

“I need you to take these two, get them cleaned up and 
dressed properly.” Monsun pointed at Amora and Alsair. She 
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nodded and spun on her heel, flaring her lilac dress, but then 
Eli opened his mouth. 

“Anne, what’s going on?” he said bluntly.  
Kyra tensed, but Anne half-turned, glancing over her 

shoulder before she finally looked at him, and her skinny frame 
shook. 

“Don’t you know?” she hissed. “The King is sick. Dying, 
some say.”  

Kyra’s heart stopped. The world spun before her eyes, 
but Eli touched her shoulder, and the spinning slowed until she 
could see. She fought to swallow in a parched throat. 

Monsun’s eyes rested calmly on her until she nodded for 
him to lead. Alsair paused, and for a moment he stood like a 
rock in a wild storm, then moved on, the street urchin shuffling 
at his heels. Amora’s narrow gaze suggested she had already 
calculated where to sell the valuables in this room. 

“We need to find my father,” Kyra whispered. She 
reached under her cloak and pulled out her staff, secrecy be 
damned. Monsun’s burly figure filled the hallway in front of her, 
and he lengthened his stride so much that she had to half-run to 
keep up with him. Eli easily kept pace beside her. As she cursed 
at the ease of their long legs, Nix mewed inside her jacket and 
dug sharp claws into soft skin.  

Kyra hissed at the sudden pain and touched the 
leopard’s head, sending waves of calm through the bond. The 
cub still bumped against her chest, but Kyra gritted her teeth 
and pushed on. They turned right into the area under the King’s 
Spire. Set furthest from the palace gate, an invading force would 
have to fight very far to take the King. 

But she remembered these stairs, and it was like a flame 
caught in her heart, desperate, straining, pulsing, a twisting 
stream of light telling her to move. She shoved Monsun aside 
and charged up the stairs. A passing noblewoman clad in green 
looked at them strangely, and Kyra’s heart lifted. She almost 
smiled, but refrained from saying anything. Not when she was 
barrelling up the remaining steps, panting for breath. 
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She didn’t bother to use her magic. She deserved to 
hurt. Battling across the Kingdom had kept her fit, but these 
stairs were lethal. Until there weren’t any steps left, and she was 
bursting onto the landing. Steel shot from scabbards and a guard 
in a pristine uniform barked a challenge. Monsun waved him 
down, and the soldier took one look at the Vindicator—and his 
axe—and saluted smartly.  

Kyra’s hand, smudged with dirt, nail beds raw and 
reddened, latched onto the gleaming silver handle—and stopped. 
Bile rose in the back of her throat, leaving a sour taste in her 
mouth. Her knees shook, and she stepped back. “I can’t do 
this,” she breathed. The thought of what lay beyond that door… 
Nix yowled from within her jacket, sensing her agitation. Kyra 
undid her layers and the cub sprang from her clothes, neatly 
landing on the floor. A gasp made her turn to the sentry 
stretching his chinstrap with his jaw. “Not a word,” she breathed.  

When she stared at that door, a steady hand latched 
onto her shoulder. “You can do this,” Eli murmured. “I’m with 
you.”  

Kyra wrenched the door open. 
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Chapter 3 

The men behind Kyra were a wall of strength, keeping her from 
running away from that door. She had to face it, face what she’d 
done. You caused this. She had left them, left them vulnerable 
and grieving.  

She stepped inside, just one step in worn and muddied 
boots. The woman kneeling by the luxurious bed rose, garbed 
in a brilliant red and gold gown. A simple golden circlet glittered 
on her brow, but it mattered not. Kyra would have recognised 
the high cheekbones reflected in her own face. Queen Taera 
Antarun, wife of King Hadrian. 

“Who are you?” her mother demanded, that voice, that 
familiar voice cracking her heart. Taera stepped in front of the 
bed, her hand reaching to the back of her gown. To the Imbran 
tradition, and the knife concealed there.  

Something in Kyra shattered for, in travel-stained 
clothes, with the hood up... she was unrecognisable. 

Achingly slowly, she passed her staff to Eli. Her hood 
fell to her shoulders, and her mother fell to her knees. “Kyra.” 

Her name on her mother’s lips was enough to undo her. 
The dam broke. She rushed to her mother, who was sputtering, 
tears leaking from honey-brown eyes. Kyra’s tears left silver 
tracks on her face, and Taera clutched her daughter tightly, not 
caring for the mud and dirt transferred to her beautiful dress. 
The young princess couldn’t speak, she just breathed in her 
mother’s scent, felt the strength of her embrace as they knelt 
together on the rich floor. 

Finally. 
After what must have been minutes and felt like seconds, 

they stood together and gazed at the luxurious bed, at the 
motionless form atop it. Her father’s face was drawn and pale, 
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but his chest rose and fell. The strong jaw, the flaming red hair, 
diminished by his weakness.  

“How long?” she breathed.  
“Three days. The Head Healer thinks someone 

poisoned him.”  
A growl behind her, and when she turned, Eli was 

clenching his jaw so hard she feared he’d break his teeth. 
Monsun, however... the Vindicator looked ready to bring down 
a Cathedral with his bare hands. 

Queen Taera sucked in a breath and inclined her head, 
reclaiming her regal elegance. “Vindicator Monsun. When your 
legion arrived home without you, we feared the worst, though 
your men assured us you were returning.” 

The vicious light in Monsun’s eyes dimmed, and he 
bowed deeply, grounding the hilt of his axe on the floor. “I 
apologise for the secrecy, Your Majesty, but we felt it best to 
arrive in the city quietly,” he said.  

“An excellent idea,” Taera said. “Yes, I imagine the 
Seventh remains loyal to you?” 

“Always,” Monsun said, slamming his hand against his 
chest. 

“Good, good. We’ll need allies. We have precious few 
at the moment.”  

A knife of panic sliced through Kyra. Already, they were 
making plans. Already, they were readying for... something.  

“And you are?” her mother asked. 
Kyra’s mind snapped back to the present, and she 

realised her mother was staring at Eli. “Eli Serae,” she jumped 
in breathlessly. Taera raised a brow, and the young Guardian 
nodded. “He’s... he’s a Marked.”  

Taera’s eyes widened. “So, the rumours are true,” she 
said. “Another Marked lives with no Kingdom.”  

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Eli said, bowing low. At least he 
knew how to act in front of a royal. 

“Well,” Taera said with a knowing smile, “we can use all 
the help we can get.” She shot a look at Kyra, who blushed.  
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When Kyra glanced at Eli, the tips of his ears flushed a 
satisfying red. But her heart stopped as a groan sounded from 
the bed. Stopped, then started pounding.  

“Father?” she breathed.  
Hadrian opened his eyes, and his smile stretched wide. 

“Kyra. I thought I was dreaming when I heard your voice.” 
“No, it’s not just a dream. I’m back,” she murmured, 

reaching for a calloused hand, strong with years of sword 
practice. But his grip was weak, his arm atrophied. She 
remembered him as muscular, but even that had withered away. 

“Careful dear, I’m a bit sore.” He chuckled.  
She tried to smile. The door opened and shut until the 

only people in the room were Antaruns. 
“How did you survive?” Taera asked her. “Where have 

you been all this time?”  
Kyra hesitated, but these was her parents. So she told 

them. 
She told them of the Order’s attempted assassination, 

how she founded her team and helped refugees of the Order. 
How she’d trusted someone she shouldn’t have. How she’d cost 
her friends their lives. She told them of what Trayse had done 
and how she had met Eli. Both her parents’ eyes gleamed when 
she mentioned his name. And when she recounted her 
adventure through the mountains, a yowl sounded through the 
door. She smiled and opened the door to Nix, the cub looking 
decidedly annoyed.  

Taera gasped as the snow leopard glided through the 
gap, fixed her violet eyes on her. Hadrian clicked his tongue, 
and Nix’s head swung to the sound. She glanced at Kyra, almost 
for permission. Kyra nodded once, and immediately Nix sprung 
up onto the bed, snuggling up next to Hadrian. A soft purr 
rumbled through the room. 

“She hasn’t done that to anyone,” Kyra breathed. Nix 
opened an eye and seemed to smile contentedly. 

“Well done, daughter,” Hadrian said. “I’m so proud of 
you.” 
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“But I’m back, and you can fix this.” It was almost 
childish of her, but she wanted to believe it. 

Hadrian shook his head slowly. “I don’t think I’m 
leaving this bed again, sweetheart.”  

A fresh pang of guilt sliced her heart. “This is all my 
fault,” she sobbed. 

“Lift your head up,” her mother commanded with a 
voice of steel. “This is not your fault.” 

“Take this,” her father said, pressing something into her 
hand. Her Mark flared, golden light shimmering across the 
room. Only two things could make that happen. One was an 
Eternal Flame, the other was Nesthamir. She opened her hand 
and found a glittering sapphire set in a ring of Nesthamir. 
Despite it just fitting her father, she found it slid easily on her 
forefinger.  

“Your ring,” she choked out. The ring of truth, the third 
of Leranion’s blessings.  

“It’s served me for many years,” he said. “Now it’s your 
turn. I’m appointing you Regent.” 

Her heart stopped. “What?” Under what circumstances 
would anyone consider her a Regent? “I’ve just returned, I 
haven’t seen the court in a year, I have no idea what the Houses 
are scheming.” 

“All good points,” her father admitted. “But it’s time we 
do something Finon doesn’t see coming.” Oh Father, if only you 
knew how much Finon can see coming. “Have Monsun 
summon the Vindicators,” he commanded, a measure of his old 
strength returning. “And send that young man back in here.”  

She stepped out and instructed Monsun, then returned, 
Eli filing in behind her. He shot a questioning look at her, but 
she only shrugged in response. He bowed once again to her 
parents, armed and almost heroic, despite his ragged clothing. 
She shut that thought down quickly before it went anywhere.  

“Boy, come here,” her father said.  
Eli swallowed and stepped to the king, tension rippling 

in his back. His hand rested on his sword’s hilt. “Majesty?”  
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Her father reached out to Kyra and retrieved the ring. 
His own Mark flared, golden light dimmed by age and sickness. 
“Have you heard of what my ring does?” 

“Vaguely, Majesty. I believe you can detect lies.” 
“Brilliant.” Hadrian shot a smile at his wife, a cryptic 

language only those long-married would understand, and she 
sighed. “What are your intentions with my daughter?”  

“Really?” Kyra rolled her eyes. “Is this the time?” 
“We’re about to bring this man into our politics,” Taera 

said. “We can’t take any chances.”  
Kyra laughed with a disdainful jerk of her chin. “This 

isn’t about the politics, though. Where do you think I spent my 
last year? Sipping wine in a cabin? I can take care of myself.”  

Her mother glared at her, hands on her waist. 
“You don’t need a ring for that, Majesty,” Eli smiled 

softly. “To protect and serve her, as she wishes. In fact, I think I 
made that exact oath under a life debt.” 

“You had a life debt?” Taera said. He locked eyes with 
Kyra, and she remembered words exchanged in blood-covered 
snow. 

“And what are your powers?” Hadrian pressed. 
“Similar to yours, I believe. Aside from—healing.” Hope 

shimmered in silver eyes when he turned to Kyra. “Maybe I can 
heal him, the same way I healed you!”  

The same hope rose in her throat and she choked back 
a grateful sob.  

“By all means,” Hadrian grunted, “do your best.” 
Eli hesitated, then closed his eyes. His Mark flared, ice-

blue light rippling over the room, illuminating his handsome 
face. Kyra could only watch as he placed his glowing hand on 
her father’s head. Her own magic surged, matching his, 
recognising the raw power. After a few seconds, he dropped his 
hand. “It’s not working,” he sighed. “There’s something there. 
Something dark. It feels like—like my brand.” 
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“Temero,” Kyra hissed. After all her struggles, he’d take 
her father from her too? “Try again,” she said, her voice as 
sharp as the blades of her staff. 

“Kyra,” her mother began, her face etched in sorrow. 
“Try again!”  
Eli bowed his head and flared his light, but nothing came 

of it. “I should go,” he murmured. He couldn’t meet her eyes as 
he filed out of the room, shoulders slumped. Nix raised her 
head and gazed through Kyra’s breaking soul with wide violet 
eyes. 

“Go with him,” Hadrian said. “You’ve got a lot of work 
to do.” 

“I’m going to save you,” she hissed through fresh tears, 
clutching his withered hand. “I promise.”  

“You already did,” he smiled. “Now take this and go.” 
She forced the emotions down, took the ring, and left 

Nix with her father. Her serene mask dissolved as soon as she 
closed the door. As she collapsed on the other side of it, her 
parents spoke again. Curiosity warred with caution until she 
flared her magic, her senses sharpening until she caught the 
whiff of the sentry’s sweat. 

“You think he could do it?” her mother asked, now as 
clear as if she were right beside Kyra. 

“I think he’s the perfect one to check those names off 
the list.” Kyra’s mouth twitched, and her hand gripped her staff 
like it was the only thing keeping her afloat. 

“He seems like a decent person. You want to use him 
like that?” Taera demanded.  

Her father chuckled, and it wasn’t out of mirth. It was a 
bitter laugh, riddled with vengeance, a laugh she’d never heard 
from him. It reminded her of Trayse. “Oh, he’ll volunteer for it, 
trust me. Did you hear what the Order did to him and his 
home? He seems a good man, but I saw rage in his eyes. You 
can see it in the way he looks at her. He’s devoted to Kyra, and 
he’ll do anything to protect her. He’s perfect.” 
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“Do you trust him?” her mother asked. Kyra’s breath 
caught in her throat, every part of her straining, her heart 
hammering. 

“I detected no lie in him,” her father said, and Kyra let 
out a shaking breath. 

“That ring didn’t save you, love.” Her parents fell silent, 
and Kyra bit her lip, wiped the tears from her eyes, and went to 
find Monsun, waiting below. The Vindicator led her and Eli 
through the castle halls until they neared the chasm. Her heart 
hammered in her chest as they crossed the threshold into the 
darkness beyond.  

“No prisoners currently,” Monsun said.  
Eli glanced at them, and she shook her head. She’d 

faced enough fears today. What was one more?  
With that, she smiled and ventured into the roaring 

darkness, crossing swiftly under the castle, until they swept up 
into the Vindicator’s Spire, hooded and cloaked once more. 

*** 
“Get used to all the stairs.” Kyra forced a grin at Eli.  
His eyes gleamed under his hood and he smirked at her. 

“It’ll do wonders for my figure.”  
She let the silence ring, made a point of holding his gaze, 

then tracing his body with her eyes. His cheeks flushed in the 
hood’s shadow, and she winked at him.  

A deep, long-suffering sigh echoed from the Vindicator 
above them, and they glanced away like scolded children. 
Monsun rapped once, twice, on the steel-bound door at the 
peak of the Vindicator’s Spire. It opened immediately, gliding 
on oiled hinges, and a small woman emerged.  

A petite face framed by short white hair beamed at him, 
stretching the navy blue Vindicator’s tattoo across her cheek. 
“Monsun! Welcome home!” She pulled him into a bear hug, 
slapping him on the lower back several times. It seemed to be 
the highest the young woman could reach. 

“It’s good to see you too, Syl,” Monsun rumbled. 
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“Everyone’s assembled.” Syl kept grinning. She seemed 
to exude radiance just by existing, her skin flushed with life. 
“Just waiting on you, and—” Her gaze swept to Eli and Kyra, still 
hooded and cloaked. “And who the mukk are these?” 

Monsun shrugged, his heavily muscled body rippling. 
“The reason we are meeting.” Syl merely nodded and stepped 
to the side, and Kyra followed Monsun in, Eli watching her 
back. As she passed Syl, Kyra gazed down at the polished wood, 
but the female Vindicator was too short for that trick to work. 
She peered under the hood and instantly her face drained of 
colour. But the warrior nodded imperceptibly and let her pass 
without comment. 

As Kyra entered the room, as the scent of parchment 
and oil hit her, she forced herself to steady. For even with the 
power flowing through her veins, the Nestham-blessed strength, 
she felt dwarfed by the strength concentrated within this 
chamber. Contained within the two other Vindicators across the 
round table, its ancient surface scratched and scuffed.  

The only other man stood by the glass windows with his 
hands clasped behind his back. His salt-and-pepper hair was 
elegantly combed, and he had a natural grace that rivalled a 
trained courtier. Tomas Pretilla, the oldest Vindicator, the 
General of Leranion, serving her father for many years. His 
tattoo was a light blue, like the sea on a cold, bright morning.  

Kyra cut her gaze to the right and focused on the woman 
polishing her black boot on the table. She finished and, with a 
practised motion, flicked the cloth over her shoulder. It neatly 
sailed back over her and landed on the desk behind them. 
Raylene Oria scowled at them, her ferocity doubled by a 
crooked nose and blood-red tattoo. She’d rolled the sleeves of 
her blue and silver uniform to her shoulders. Her skill and 
temper were legendary, as were the stories of her adventures. 
Most famous was the obliteration of a Renegade fleet while 
working with Prince Jalek Veturan of Casalis. Grey streaked her 
blonde hair, tied back into a ponytail.  
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Five utilitarian chairs ringed that table, one with silver 
trim along the frame. Monsun took that seat, gesturing for Kyra 
to sit to his left. Syl sat to his right. Eli stood behind Kyra, 
fingers drumming on the back of her chair. Kyra’s chest 
tightened when Raylene glared at her, spreading an icy chill 
through her blood. She forced herself to breathe slowly, pushing 
down panic. The tension eased, but she still couldn’t meet their 
eyes, and dropped her gaze to the table for a moment, tracing 
over the scars on the wooden surface. A few looked disturbingly 
like knife scratches. 

“Why did you call this meeting?” Raylene said. She 
fixed Monsun with a stare that stirred memories of a frozen hell 
and a born predator. 

However, Monsun merely raised a brow, matching his 
stare with her own. “First, brief me on the situation here,” he 
said, showing the world a long-held battle of wills between the 
two of them. Raylene just leaned back in her chair and crossed 
scarred, muscular arms. When the silence stretched longer, 
Kyra almost strained to speak, but a faint hint of dark 
amusement flickered in Raylene’s eyes. 

“The strangest things.” Syl frowned, nimble hands 
folded on the table. Her eyes, a deep grey, kept shifting to Kyra, 
though she addressed Monsun. “Cedwin was acting all strange. 
He took your legion, tried to finish some mission the King sent 
you on, and then the King—” 

“Did any of you do it?” Eli interrupted from over Kyra’s 
shoulder. His voice was deeper, much deeper than usual, and 
the back of her neck heated. 

Raylene’s eyes snapped to his, the predator instantly on 
alert. “Are you interrogating us, boy?” she said. Eli fell silent, 
speech sapped by the barb. 

“Perhaps Raylene merely wishes to discover who our 
visitors are.” Tomas interposed himself into the conversation. 
“As you know, we never allow strangers into our meetings. 
Particularly ones who don’t bare their faces.”  
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He waited for a beat, and Kyra again almost answered. 
Too much damn power in this room. She didn’t dare turn to 
look at Eli, but from the sounds of shifting cloth, he had 
removed his hood. 

“My friend wasn’t the most tactful, but that has never 
been his strength.” Monsun smiled winningly. “However, he has 
a point. Were any of you involved in the King’s poisoning?”  

The chair screeched on the floor as Raylene shot to her 
feet, her nostrils flaring. “How dare you insult us like that? You 
question our loyalty?”  

“Today, yes,” Monsun said, and a shadow fell across his 
face. “Just answer. Yes or no.”  

“No,” Syl and Tomas said together.  
Raylene hesitated, then shook her head emphatically, 

and dropped into the chair. “No.” 
“Monsun,” Syl said, all trace of that sparkling 

amusement gone, “why are you acting like some kind of 
gruntah?” 

But the Senior Vindicator just glanced at Kyra, and she 
nodded. Nothing had rung a falsehood. In response, Kyra 
removed her hood and met the gazes of the Crown’s highest 
warriors. Raylene’s jaw dropped, all traces of anger melting from 
her expression. Syl went very, very still. Tomas swore quietly 
under his breath. 

“Highness,” Syl breathed. Kyra inclined her head 
regally, a mirror image of her mother. 

“So, you’re not dead.” Raylene raised her brows, 
apparently having overcome her shock. 

Kyra dropped the regal mask and shrugged, splaying her 
fingernails out. “Apparently not. Thanks to Nestham, skill and 
good friends, among whom I count Monsun highly.” The 
Vindicator puffed with pride at the statement and Eli snorted 
over her shoulder. 

“Why have you returned?” Tomas asked. 
Kyra drew in her breath and dropped the last hailstorm. 

“Because I believe Finon poisoned my father, and because 
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Cedwin is dead.” Monsun glanced at her, shame—and warning—
in his eyes. She blinked an apology, for that information wasn’t 
hers to share. Cedwin had been his warrior, his soldier, his 
failure.  

For a long moment, none of the Vindicators dared 
speak, but faint tears pooled in Syl’s eyes. Raylene merely 
clenched her jaw, that red tattoo shimmering on her cheek. 
“How do you know this?”  

Kyra bit her lip, forcing weakness away with pain. In a 
room full of killers, she couldn’t afford to show a chink in her 
armour. She’d been strong once, after all. The silence stretched 
longer, and she found herself scanning the room. But as she 
glanced out the window, a small hand waved at her, as boyish 
hair whipped in the wind. Amora grinned at her and 
disappeared to climb back down the Spire. If the urchin could 
climb this tower, she could answer the question. “Because I 
killed him.”  

Raylene half stood again, her hand dropping to the 
wicked sabre at her side, baring her teeth. Kyra refused to give 
ground and merely raised her hands, though her heart pounded. 
“A demon had possessed Cedwin, and there was no other way 
to free him. If I hadn’t killed him, Eli would be dead.”  

Raylene glared at her. But did you even try to free him? 
her eyes asked.  

“We buried him with full honours in the mountains. He 
is at peace,” Monsun said. Raylene hissed quietly, and again it 
reminded Kyra of Nix’s mother. 

Tomas’ grey brows drew together. “And that brings us to 
the other matter of importance. Who’s the boy?”  

Oh dear, Kyra thought. He’s not going to like being 
called a boy.  

Eli stepped closer behind her, and she didn’t need to 
look to feel the power coursing through him. “The boy’s a 
Guardian,” he said. “I’m Eli.” 
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“I guess you were right about the myths.” Syl turned to 
Monsun, a slight hitch in her voice. “You never stopped 
believing in them.” 

“They were never myths, Syl.” A sad smile played over 
his lips. 

“Boy, care to enlighten us on what a Guardian is?” 
Raylene glanced at him dismissively, and Kyra’s anger rose in 
his defence.  

A second later, Eli’s ice-blue light flickered through the 
room. 

“He can sometimes be useful.” Monsun leaned back in 
his chair, the commander now at ease. “If there are no 
objections, I’ll send him to the Playground later.” 

“The Playground is for Vindicators only,” Raylene 
reminded him. “But it seems like you’ve already decided.” 

“That’s not how we settle matters,” Monsun said. “But I 
would prefer if you agreed.”  

Raylene grunted once. It seemed to be confirmation 
enough. 

“I will need people I can trust.” Kyra leaned forward. “I 
don’t trust Finon, and I don’t think you do either. I need you on 
my side.” 

Her heart raced, and tension pulsed through the room. 
They flicked glances around until at last Tomas heaved a sigh. 
“Highness, when you vanished a year ago, I took an entire 
legion to find you. Failing to do so was a stain on my honour, 
one I want to remove. I would be proud to do so by serving 
you.”  

“If Monsun trusts you, then so do I.” Syl smiled.  
Raylene didn’t answer, frozen anger in her eyes. 
A fist hammered on the door, and Eli opened it to find a 

startled page clad in blue and silver. “The Chosen has called an 
audience. He’s assuming command in the wake of the King’s 
illness.”  

Kyra froze, then icy anger sharpened in her gut. Her 
hand skimmed the surface of the table, and the scars and 
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scratches, somehow, gave her strength. Eli growled, and all the 
Vindicators rose, graceful and utterly deadly.  

Kyra glanced around at her warriors and issued her first 
command. “We go to the throne room now.” They nodded and 
swept past her, hands already falling to their weapons.  

All but Raylene, who grabbed Kyra’s wrist with a scarred 
hand. Kyra lifted her chin, prepared to scold her for the 
sacrilege, but when the princess gazed deep into brown, hate-
filled eyes, she lost all words.  

“I know you think killing Cedwin was a kindness,” 
Raylene said, and she blinked rapidly, then continued. “But—but 
that young man was like a son to me.”  

“Then will you help me take down the bastard who 
broke him?”  

Raylene bared her teeth in a fierce grin. “It would be my 
pleasure.” 

  


