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Hunter’s Captive

			by Nicolette Andrews

			Mathias is fearless, whether he’s fighting blood-thirsty chimera or spying in enemy territory. He thought he was untouchable until elven bounty hunter Katja captured him… 

			Katja’s trap was brilliant. But tying herself to her alluring enemy and transporting him through a chimera-infested forest, might not have been her best idea… 

			They’ll need to rely on one another to escape the Valley of Woe’s deadly perils. As the lines between enemy and uneasy ally blur into forbidden temptation, can they escape their entanglement without ensnaring their hearts as well? 

			
Tropes: Forced Proximity, Stabby Heroine, Charismatic Hero, He Falls First, Flirty Banter

			Trigger Warnings: References to attempted sexual assault, mild-gore and depictions of blood and violence. 

		

	
		
			Mathias

			A person uncovers truths when they look death in the eye. Like perhaps scheming dukes were preferable to chimera, who could eviscerate him with a single swipe of deadly claws, as Mathias had witnessed. Said chimera stared him over the deer carcass and whipped its barbed green lizard-like tail, but by Cyra’s grace, it seemed too preoccupied to bother with him. Just in case, Mathias held the hilt of his sword and watched as he backed away.

			Once he was out of sight, he ran. It was prudent to put as much distance as possible between him and the slathering beast, in case it decided a human would be a fitting dessert. If his middle sister, Liane, were there, she’d have shouted an emphatic “I told you so”. While he’d known his mission was risky, he’d underestimated how much seeing a chimera up close would shake his resolve.

			Not that he was a coward, quite the opposite, much to his mother, Empress of Neolyra’s chagrin. That chimera had to be the meanest, nastiest chimera in all the feral lands. He’d served at the borderlands fortress for a year, and he’d never seen one quite like it. Mostly they were half-dead deer, half rotted and covered in gashes oozing black blood, or sometimes with crystalized growths. One time while on patrol, he’d seen a dead fox-chimera with antlers so disproportionately large their weight had crushed its skull. It was one of the many atrocities the elves caused with their corruption magic.

			That was why he’d taken on his suicide mission, as Liane called it. The empire clung onto the slim hope he might uncover the source of elven corruption magic and destroy it. Well, they’d be grateful if they knew. Mathias undertook the mission under the strictest secrecy. Before he’d left, the Midnight Guard uncovered spies in the palace, and the Avatheos decided on a quick counterstrike before war broke out. It was what any prince from the ballads of old would’ve done. His grandfather, and namesake Emperor Mathias, had driven the elves out of the empire before him. And as the first prince in generations, and third in line to the throne, therefore expendable, it made sense he’d taken on such a dangerous task. However, being gutted sounded less romantic than the stories the bards sang.

			Mathias shook away his macabre thoughts. That was cowardly thinking. Similar doubt must’ve plagued his grandfather, and he’d endured a decade-long war, so could Mathias. Besides, the Avatheos’ vision had foreseen him triumphant. It didn’t matter if his predictions were rather vague. What mattered was the Goddess Cyra had chosen him to restore peace to the empire.

			With new resolve, he plodded onward, making slow progress through the overgrown forest while occasionally glancing up at the sun’s glacial crawl across the sky. Summers this far north meant the days were long and the nights even shorter. An ideal time to strike at the elves, whose magic was strongest at night. Long days and not knowing his destination made the travel feel like it lasted an eternity. No human had entered the feral lands and returned, meaning there were no convenient maps or landmarks telling him he was headed in the right direction. Worse yet, the only signs of life he found were skeletal remnants of settlements. Mathias wasn’t a stranger to abandoned buildings. There were similar ruins scattered all around Neolyra, crumbled walls and moss-covered buildings from before the great calamity. But these weren’t ruins; they were deserted towns. 

			If it weren’t for the elven mages that attacked the borderland fortress each winter, he might have assumed they were nothing but a myth. Wherever Mathias was, they must have abandoned this place long ago. But where did they travel from? Hand to his brow, he scanned the surrounding pines and spied an outcrop on the mountainside close to him. If he climbed it, he could get a better lay of the land.

			Getting there wasn’t difficult, though the climb had been steep and covered in loose earth from a recent heavy rain which washed out the soil and loosed rocks that slid underfoot if he made a wrong step. By the time he reached the top, the too-bright twilight had descended upon the valley, but he’d hoped it award him an excellent view. A thin curl of smoke rose on the horizon and, squinting, he saw a watchtower. Meaning there must be an elven civilization nearby.

			Darkness fell soon after and swallowed up the valley, obscuring his vision. Rather than risk a nighttime climb, Mathias settled on the outcropping against a boulder. Not bothering with a fire, Mathias unrolled his bedding and plopped down onto it before softening his rock-hard rations, with a few swigs of water from his waterskin, and stared out into the middle distance, thinking of home. Not his soft bed or rich foods, but his two older sisters and parents. After years in the army, he was rather accustomed to hard tack and sleeping on even harder ground, but he wasn’t usually alone. The nighttime silence was deafening.

			If his eldest sister, Aristea, were here, she’d have gently reminded him: discomfort came with duty. And Mathias would gladly suffer loneliness for his people. And Aristea especially. His mother was the first empress because she had no male siblings, and her father, Emperor Mathias, changed the law to oldest rather than the oldest male. Everything was fine until Mathias was born. Dukes began rumbling about returning to the old ways, and some evening attempting to coerce him into plotting against his sister. Was it any wonder why he’d joined the army young and volunteered for dangerous missions? She was safest with him gone.

			Mathias shook his head to expel the melancholy thoughts. Apparently, he wasn’t tired enough and needed to do exercise to chase these thoughts from his skull.

			After multiple rounds of vigorous push-ups, his eyes were heavy, and when he collapsed onto his bedroll, he fell asleep.

			Minutes or hours passed. He couldn’t be sure, but he bolted upright when he heard rocks skidding over rocks. He grasped his sword from his bed and scanned the enveloping darkness.

			An owl screeched in the distance, but otherwise, the night was hushed. Nothing moved. But he still felt eyes on him, watching beyond the limits of his human sight. An odd-shaped blob caught his attention. It might have been a boulder, but it also seemed to move. After several tense minutes, nothing attacked, but the creeping sensation still had him in a chokehold, and he got up to investigate the suspicious shadows. It was inching closer, the blob seemed to grow bigger until it was towering over him and roaring. Mathias took a step back, resisting the instinct to run. The chimera loomed, it resembled a bear, but on its shoulders, spiny horned protrusions split its black pelt and curled toward its chest, and its uncanny golden eyes glowed in the darkness like twin suns.

			The bear chimera, after an initial intimidating roar, snuffed the air, perhaps deciding if he were delicious or not. Mathias held his breath as he assessed the situation. If it were a regular bear, he’d lay on the ground and play dead because running would invite it to chase. A chimera might not care and toss around his lifeless body like a rag doll.

			Then it lurched toward him, deciding for him. Mathias dodged a swipe of its claws and blocked the second swing with his sword. The blow was bone rattling, and the beast roared in frustration at his audacity, spraying him with rotten-smelling spittle as it pressed down onto him. Loose stones and rubble made his stance weak, and his knees buckled. He recovered, rolling out of reach and leaping up to run before another swipe of his claws tore him open. As he skidded a few yards downhill, he felt its hot, rancid breath on his neck. Then a stinging pain as it sliced open his back and flung him into a face-first slide. Mathias collided with a boulder, knocking the air from his lungs, and stunning him.

			It stalked toward him, and Mathias couldn’t get up before it pinned him to the ground with a heavy paw on his arms.

			This is how I die, he thought.

			Then it pulled back, roaring, clawing at its face, and freeing his trapped arm to reach for his sword. He didn’t stop to question it and thrust upward, catching it beneath the chin and impaling it through its skull. Hot, sticky black blood covered Mathias as he crawled away, before it collapsed where he’d just lain.

			While panting for breath and doubled over, he noticed the arrow protruding from its eye. That arrow saved his life. Immediate danger gone, his knees buckled, and he collapsed, pain searing a band around his abdomen starting on his back, making each breath a struggle. He touched it and red blood coated his hand. Gentle prodding told him the wound wasn’t deep, just hot, and... he shook his head. His mind was fuzzy.

			Was he poisoned? He needed his pack, which had some remedies, an antidote... But his vision had blurred, and he couldn’t see much beyond his nose. Then a woman stood over him. She was saying something he couldn’t comprehend.

			“Help me,” he gasped before losing consciousness.


		

	
		
			Katja

			Katja’s hope died on the crude sword of an amateur. Desperation had driven her to spend her last two silbern coins on a map of the Valley of Woe’s magic veins. Then she’d invested two precious weeks of the season tracking the bear, waiting on its transformation. She should have let the chimera kill him rather than let him snipe her bounty. With the season half over, she’d barely scrape together enough kills to make her payments, and that wouldn’t leave anything for luxuries like eating. Or the new thatching her roof desperately needed... Breathing out her nose, she tried to calm down. Maybe this green hunter could be reasoned with; she never could have carried it all herself, together they could bring it all to the nearest outpost and double what they’d get paid on their own.

			“I’ve been hunting this chimera for weeks. You can’t just steal it!” she seethed. So much for staying calm.

			He ignored her by staring at the carcass, probably celebrating his good fortune.

			Blighted darkness, life wasn’t fair. She’d lost the trail just before sunset, and when she found it again, this mountain of a green hunter was trying to wrestle the chimera barehanded. A kill this big and fresh, was beyond most hunters’ skills alone. Only the supremely desperate, like her, or the dumb and arrogant, like him, would attempt it. But even if he’d sniped that final blow, he couldn’t have done it without her assist.

			“Tell you what,” she said in a gentler tone coming to stand in his field of vision, “let’s work together. We’ll both make more—” As she was finishing her sentence, he garbled out something that sounded like a plea before he tipped forward, crashing face-first onto the ground.

			Katja blinked in surprise at his unconscious body before sighing. Then it wasn’t arrogant swagger but shock. This must have been his first-ever kill, or the near brush with death had caused him to faint. Either way, she could use this to her advantage. When he regained his composure, she’d con him into a deal, maybe toss him twenty-five percent. Being new, he wouldn’t know any better. Besides, that was more than generous, considering she’d saved his life.

			She went to roll him over, when she noticed the slashes on his shirt, and then she yanked it up. Black veins of corruption crept over his muscular back. Katja searched for his belongings; no self-respecting hunter entered the valley without a corruption remedy. But she couldn’t see a bag anywhere, just grooves in the hillside where the initial struggle had taken place. The chimera might have chased him from darkness knew where. Cursing under her breath, she reached into her satchel, and extracted the expensive corruption antidote.

			“I’m taking this from your cut, I hope you know,” she murmured as she applied the poultice to his wounds.

			The black lines receded. Lucky for him, it worked because sometimes it didn’t. In those cases, she’d slit his throat to spare him a long, agonizing death as his body decayed from the inside out. She left him lying face down, figuring it was better to not rest him against his injury, and went to inspect the carcass, to harvest the most valuable organs and parts before he regained consciousness.

			His sword, a massive two-handed broadsword, was embedded in the chimera’s skull, propping it. The weapon was incredibly impractical when speed could make the difference between life and death. No wonder he’d been pinned to the ground. She grabbed onto the hilt and tugged, but it wouldn’t budge. It took two hands and her full body weight to yank it free with a wet pop. Apart from the splatter of blood, the sword looked freshly forged. Not a surprise. Many a star-eyed potential hunter rushed into the Valley of Woe thinking they’d make their fortune, and now their bones rest in this all-mother forsaken place. When Katja’s  hands brushed against the hilt, she felt it’s ornate embellishments. It wasn’t a crude hunter’s sword but one crafted with care.  Her father used to shape molten metal in deadly works of art like that. Overcome by a sudden wave of nostalgia, she examined the sword closer. It was new, it was unlikely one of her father’s creations, then but as she held it up to the moonlight to get a better look, she noticed the glittering gold and sun-inlaid handle.

			Katja dropped it as if burned. No darkness-loving elf would put a sun, the emblem of the human empire, on their sword. She turned slowly to the green hunter, and assessed him more closely. Was he some fool using a stolen human broadsword. Or... She walked over and grasped his shoulder to try and flip him over before giving up and turning his head to inspect his ears. Rounded like a human’s. She recoiled once more.

			A human, she’d saved a human’s life...

			Surely that was treason, assuming anyone found out. But the Valley of Woe was a lawless land, and there’d been no witnesses. She could abandon his body. And be none the wiser. Until he woke up and did goddess knew what. She chewed on her thumbnail as she studied him. The borderlands were days away, and through a treacherous mountain pass, he couldn’t be some lost human hunter. Could he be a spy? But the nearest city was days away in the opposite direction. If he was a spy, he was terribly lost.

			Gripping her hunting knife, she contemplated killing him while he slept. It was her moral duty to eliminate a threat to her people. She crept closer to him and pressed her dagger to his throat, hands shaking. It shouldn’t have been hard; she’d killed hundreds of chimera. But none of them had been sleeping, or had elf-shaped bodies. The human let out a pained groan, and she removed the dagger from his throat and sat back on her heels.

			She’d already saved his life, and wasted expensive herbs doing so. And she’d been warming to the idea of sharing the load to carry the carcass and pelt to the outpost. But it wasn’t as if she could tie up the human and use him like a two-legged pack animal... could she? No. Surely he’d slit her throat at his first opportunity. Better to end it now, cleanly.

			However, there were rumors of geld rewards for capturing humans. Though she’d never seen it on any bounty board. It stood to reason, if the Elders were willing to pay for the removal of chimera, wouldn’t they pay for a human spy? Or perhaps she might be able to negotiate for her reward. Enough to eliminate her debts entirely.

			Before sense returned, she grabbed a bit of rope from her bag and tied his hands behind his back, and shackled his feet together. Then satisfied he couldn’t escape, she butchered the bear chimera, to keep her hands busy and prepare what she’d say once he woke up.

			Katja had removed the pelt and wrapped up the organs, and gathered teeth and bones by the time he started to stir. Putting on a powerful stance, she nudged him with her booted foot to roll over onto his back before stepping onto his chest. His glacier-blue eyes met hers, and Katja’s heart lurched. Despite finding himself tied up, he was surprisingly calm. Everything she’d heard about humans made them seem monstrous creatures of light, but had she not known he was human, she would have called him handsome.

			“I must say I’ve never had a woman step on me before, and I don’t entirely hate it,” he taunted her with a wicked dimpled smile.

			It set her off-kilter, and the speech she’d prepared vanished. “You’re my captive!” she sputtered.

			“I can see that.”

			Her stomach performed a summersault; he was mocking her. Not exactly a strong start, but if Katja was nothing else, she was stubborn. With a deep breath to calm her nerves, she said, “You were attacked by a chimera and infected, I’ve spared you, but I have no qualms about leaving you here to die slowly.”

			He appraised her with those startling light eyes, saying nothing, as if he were weighing her up and seeing through her bald-faced lies. But there was no way but forward.

			“It’s a horrible way to die; it’ll rot you from the inside out. At the end, blood will pour from all your orifices, and you’ll beg for death, but I won’t be here to administer mercy. Even the wild animals wouldn’t touch your corpse.”

			“I guess I have no choice but to obey you then.”

			“That’s right,” she said, hoping her sigh of relief wasn’t obvious.

			“Will you help me to my feet, or am I to crawl?”

			“Ah. Yes.”

			She hadn’t thought that bit through. Stepping off his chest, she grabbed him by both shoulders, getting uncomfortably close to his smirking expression as she struggled to help him into a seated position. Not that he was any help at all. If anything, he seemed amused by her struggle. After a bit of swaying and cursing, her captive stood, nearly twice her height and forcing her to crane her neck to meet his gaze.

			Thank the darkness she’d thought to tie his arms behind his back, because he could have easily picked her up one-handed. And she didn’t like the accompanying image of her legs wrapped around his torso. Katja coughed and turned to pick up the pelt and organ parts.

			“What is all this?” he asked in a bemused tone.

			“This,” she said as she strapped his cargo onto his back, “is my bounty; you’ll carry it for me.”

			“Then I’m to be your pack mule?”

			“No. You’re also my bounty.”


		

	
		
			Mathias

			Capture was always a risk with clandestine missions. What galled Mathias was his captor was a wisp of an elf, half his size, who had the audacity to tie a sticky, dripping, bear-chimera hide onto his back. When his hands were free, he’d overpower her, but not until she led him to civilization. He figured he’d take advantage of the situation, rather than wander the wilderness as he’d been doing. Mathias’ eyes drifted to his sword strapped to her hip, bobbing with each distracting sway of her hips. Were she not an elf, he’d have attempted to seduce her. She must have felt his stare, because she turned around to scowl at him. Rather than pretend he wasn’t gawking, he met her gaze with a playful smirk. The best way to disarm your enemy was with the unexpected.

			“And what are you staring at?” she asked.

			“Just admiring the view.”

			“Well, stop that.” Color flushed the high planes of her cheeks.

			“If it makes you uncomfortable, then I shall respectfully keep my gaze above your shoulders.”

			“I’d rather you didn’t look at me at all.”

			“Seeing as we’re tethered together,” he nodded down to the aforementioned rope, which bound them together. “You take up my entire field of vision. I’d have to close my eyes to stop looking at you. Are you comfortable leading me about like a blind man?”

			She huffed and tugged on the rope, signaling to follow along, but rather than obey, Mathias leaned back, using his weight to drag her backward. Set off balance, she stumbled backward into his chest, forcing contact. Despite her thin, athletic frame, there was a softness to her that sent an unexpected surge of desire coursing through his veins. She had no choice but to brace against him to right herself, and as she did, she glanced up at him through her lashes, with endearing embarrassment written on her face.

			“Were my hands free, I would have caught you with ease.”

			“Or you’d attempt to strangle me, no doubt.”

			She stepped back, brushing off imaginary dust from her leathers, doing her best to avoid his gaze. Mathias fought countless elves, but when someone was flinging dark magic at you on a battlefield, you didn’t stop to consider them having feelings or, more perplexing: stirring your ardor in treasonous ways.

			“It’s still a possibility. I’m ingenuitive when backed into a corner.”

			“Could have fooled me. You looked ready to wet yourself when that chimera had you pinned.”

			“I had everything well in hand. Though I appreciate your help.” He couldn’t help but shoot her a cheeky grin.

			“Clearly.”

			Mathias couldn’t figure out her plan. They’d been wandering the forest most of the day, and her movements bordered on erratic. Occasionally she’d stop, head cocked to one side, or stare at the row of identical trees, then change course and once backtracking.

			“And is wandering in circles all part of your plan? Or do you just like that mushroom-covered log?” He jutted his chin toward a nearby mossy log on which mushrooms proliferated.

			Her head swiveled toward it, and she stared at it for an overlong moment without answering.

			“You’re lost, aren’t you?” Mathias guessed.

			“I am not. And how dare you accuse me of being lost when you were the one who wandered in the Valley of Woe,” she replied.

			Is that what they called it? Charming.

			“How do you know it was accidental?”

			“Only a lost spy would come here.”

			“Met many spies?” Mathias teased.

			“I don’t need to meet many to know you’re bad at it.”

			“And how do you figure?”

			“The Valley of Woe is miles from Balance.” She gestured toward what he presumed was a city, or their capital. A spy could only hope.

			“Balance, is that a city?”

			She narrowed her eyes, perhaps realizing she’d said too much. “It’s nothing you need to worry about.”

			“But I presume that’s where you’re taking me. And this putrid hide.”

			She sighed, as if his capture had inconvenienced her. “I should leave you trussed up in these woods as a chimera snack.”

			“Good, I like it when women tie me up.” He wriggled his eyebrows.

			“Humans are such pigs.”

			“I just assumed you were into that. Since you’ve made me into your personal mule. Am I wrong?”

			“Even if I were, I wouldn’t do it with you,” she said, her cheeks and neck bright red and her voice high and defensive.

			“Of course,” he countered with mock seriousness.

			“I didn’t tie you up for sexual gratification! I’m doing it for the geld,” she said, voice rising.

			Ah. Now those were terms he understood. If it was geld she wanted, Mathias had treasure rooms full.

			“I’m a man of means. Name your price.”

			Her mouth fell open, and a spark of greed glinted in her eyes as her hand reached for his sword strapped to her.

			“Do we have a deal?” he asked. If his hands were free, he would have offered to shake.

			Rubbing her thumb over the ornate inlaid handle, she assessed him and then seemed to come to a conclusion because she closed the gap between them and tilted her head up to meet his gaze.

			“I’d rather be condemned to a work camp than let you escape,” she said in a deceptively-sweet tone.

			A fire blazed in her dark eyes, one that he’d mistaken for greed. And as much as her rejection inconvenienced him, he admired her conviction, however misguided.

			“Alright then.”

			She blinked at him. “That’s it?”

			“Were you expecting me to beg?” It wasn’t his style. If he couldn’t buy his freedom, then he’d stick to his original plan.

			A frown pulled her brows together, but she didn’t press him. Instead, she turned and adjusted the bag on her back. “Let’s go then.”

			For the rest of the day, Mathias played the perfect captive. They walked for several more hours in silence. By the time the mountains cast shadows over the valley, he’d decided it was time to escape. Not long after sunset, she declared they’d make camp and took off her bag and set his sword against a tree, watching him while he pretended not to notice. Then she removed the pelt and wet bags from his back but failed to untie him before leading him over to a nearby bush, where he was presumably to relieve himself.

			“Well, go ahead,” she gestured.

			“Are you going to undo my pants for me?”

			She made a choking sound, “Why would—” she looked down, realizing both his hands were behind his back, she cleared her throat. “I’ll remind you, it’s my antidote that’s keeping you alive. So don’t try anything.”

			“Wouldn’t dream of it,” he replied.

			She untied one hand, and as soon as it was free, he flexed it, relishing the freedom. Beside him, she tensed, and her fingers twitched. She had a hidden weapon on her; he was sure of it. While he might be stronger than her, even one-handed, he’d prefer a sneak attack to incapacitate her rather than a bloody knife fight.

			“Mind giving me a bit of privacy. I can’t go with you leering at me. It’s unseemly.”

			“As if I’d expose my back to you.”

			“Oh, you’re into that sort of thing. It’s not for me, but no judgment.” He shrugged.

			“Gah. Fine.” She unwound a loop of her rope from around her waist, putting distance between them, before turning around, giving the illusion of privacy.

			It wasn’t much, but captives couldn’t be picky. Mathias made a show of jangling his belt and grunting loudly, all the while watching from behind as she shuddered in horror. Then, with a slow pivot as to not pull tension on the rope, he inched toward her. Before he could lay a hand on her shoulder, she’d spun around and pressed the tip of her dagger to his throat.

			“You think you’re rather clever, don’t you?” she asked.

			“Yes, I like to think so,” he said as he grasped at her arm to twist.

			But she spun around, kicked him in the gut, and toppled him onto the ground, pinning his free hand with her booted foot. The rope pulled taut as she loomed over him. Panting, she leaned closer to press the dagger against his throat and score a thin line in his neck.

			“I’m much faster than you, even in this half-dark. Next time you try, I’ll slit your throat without blinking.”

			“Noted,” he croaked.

			It was becoming abundantly clear he’d underestimated her, but if brute force wouldn’t overcome her, then he’d move on to his third plan: charm his enemy.


		

	
		
			Katja

			The All Mother must be testing Katja. It explained why she’d tied herself to an insufferable human and was staring at Andreas’ rune mark for the fourth time in two days. Like most hunters, she worked alone. But that wasn’t always the case. When she was new and naïve, she’d joined Andreas’ posse. At first, he’d declared himself her mentor. It’d charmed her, to be put above the others in his group, and he’d supplied her with expensive weapons and gear. Never questioning him, blindly carrying out his commands out of immense gratitude. Living hand to mouth since her father’s death, she thought her luck was turning around.

			When the season ended, Andreas presented her a bill for an exorbitant amount of geld, ten times her share of that season’s earnings. And, of course, she couldn’t pay for it, and he knew it, so she had two options: sleep with him or pay back her debts with steep interest. She chose the latter, and that’s when he revealed his real personality. Much later, Katja learned it was a pattern with him, luring in naïve women and exchanging unwitting debts for sexual favors. When she rejected him, she not only gained a debt but a bitter enemy, one determined to see her pay. Each year since then, he made her the same offer, which she refused, even as the debts threatened to choke her, and her house crumbled around her.

			The rune marker mocked her. It acted as both a territory claim and an alarm. There were no laws in the valley, but strength equaled power. Andreas held the most sway over hunters, with a posse of a dozen at his command. She’d wasted a full day trying to avoid his marked territory, to prevent a run-in and him poaching her valuable human bounty. She had no choice. He’d marked every known route out of the valley, meaning he was going to intercept every hunter attempting to leave and pressure them into paying a tribute. It was just the sort of bullying behavior she’d expect from him.

			If it was a test, she didn’t know the answer. But she was certain she couldn’t wander the valley, waiting for the season’s end. Huffing out a frustrated breath, she reached into her pack. Seasons ago, she’d contemplated running away and even bought a black-market illusion rune to change her face. What the seller hadn’t told her was it was temporary. The spell lasted a week or two at best.

			Turning to her captive, she said, “Come here.”

			She thought he would resist her command, but he leaned in close until she could see the stubble on his square jaw. Glancing down at his lips, she wondered what it’d be like to kiss a man with stubble. Elves were smooth skinned. Would it tickle or be scratchy?

			“If you want to kiss me, do it.” The corner of his lips quirked, daring her.

			“If I was about to kiss you, you’d know it,” she said, trying to catch him off guard for once, but it sounded suspiciously like flirting instead.

			“Perhaps you should show me what you mean?”

			For a split second, she considered it. Then she reeled back before she could give in to such a reckless impulse. What was wrong with her? Perhaps it’d been too long since she’d taken a lover. She thought back to her last partner. It’d been two years... blighted darkness. She’d need to meet someone new, in Balance, to clear her head and wash off the stink of human.

			His smile only widened as if he were reading her thoughts, and she coughed to clear her throat.

			“Listen, I’ve kept you alive and will continue to do so. But I can’t have you advertising that you’re human or my captive.”

			“Does this mean you’re going to untie me?”

			Katja wouldn’t even be considering untying him, if she weren’t in desperate need for him to cooperate. “Just your hands. And only for a short time.”

			“What will you do about my human-ness?” He quirked a brow at her.

			She held up the slip of paper with the rune spell written on it.

			“You’re going to use magic on me?” he said with mild terror in his eyes.

			“Are you afraid of this?” She flapped the paper in his direction, and he recoiled.

			Katja laughed. It was nice to have the upper hand for once.

			“If you have magic, why bother with ropes?”

			“Because I was never trained. You need money or someone to apprentice under...” She was oversharing again.

			And he looked even more dubious. While she didn’t know much rune magic, she’d picked up some tricks and spells. In theory, it should work on humans or kill him by accident. She couldn’t be sure.

			“It’ll be fine. It’s this, or I let the next elf we encounter disembowel you on sight.”

			“When you put it like that...”

			“This won’t hurt... much,” she teased.

			He tensed as she leaned toward him and traced the rune against his chest, and then held her breath. For a second, nothing happened, and she feared her plan was a bust. Then the lines of the rune she’d drawn with her finger glowed. The familiar tingle raced over her body as his eyes widened. It grew in size, swelling to encompass his body in a shimmering second skin.

			“What is it doing?” he asked.

			“Don’t be dramatic,” she chided and pressed her hand to his chest, feeling the erratic beating of his heart.

			He wasn’t faking. Magic scared him. She supposed it shouldn’t be surprising. The humans drove out the elves because they were jealous of their magic. Shoving the thoughts away, she instead focused on turning him into an elf and envisioned him with long straight jet-black hair, pointed ears, lithe body, dark eyes instead of blue, and no rope between them. When she opened her eyes, the image she’d created overlaid his actual face. He was taller than most elves, and, if she stared long enough, his visage blurred. But it was passable.

			But something still felt off. And she realized with a start, she’d found him more attractive as a human than an elf. She shook her head. She’d been alone much too long.

			“Did it not work?” he asked.

			“Yes... it did,” she said breathily as she untied his hands, as promised. The casting had taken more out of her than she’d have liked. If he tried to attack her now, under the bright daylight, she’d be much slower to react.

			He touched his face and looked at his hands, turning them over.

			“It feels warm,” he said, a hushed awe in his voice.

			“That’s temporary. Before long, you won’t notice it at all.”

			She tugged on the now-invisible rope between them, but he wouldn’t budge. In a panic, she spun back toward him, expecting an attack.

			“What’s stopping me from not taking back my sword and leaving with this new disguise?”

			“Are you blackmailing me?” she asked.

			He shrugged. “You can call it that.”

			She could have argued or threatened, but voices were approaching. It was too late for intimidation.

			“I won’t tie your hands back up if you play along. Deal?” she said in a fierce whisper.

			He tapped his chin as he considered her offer. The voices were getting ever closer, and she was contemplating throttling him when he thrust his hand toward her. On instinct, she stepped back, reaching for her hidden dagger, but the voices were too close, and if they saw them fighting, it’d cause suspicion.

			“Among humans, we shake hands when making a deal. To show the other we’re not concealing weapons.”

			She eyed his hand. “But you know I’m concealing a weapon.”

			“You also have me tied up. It’s a formality, a show of good faith.” He jutted his hand toward her again.

			“Are you not cooperating until I do?” she snapped.

			“Nope.”

			Grudgingly, she held out her hand, and he enveloped it with his warm, calloused grip. Even though they looked elven, they didn’t feel like it. And the brief touch of his skin sent a jolt through her.

			As she pulled away from him, a trio of elves emerged from a narrow trail to her right, and Katja spun to face them. Andreas stood at the head of the group, and when his eyes landed on her, his mouth twisted in a malicious grin.

			“Katja, what a pleasant surprise.” His eyes slid up and down her body, making her skin crawl.

			“Impossible not to, since you’re blocking the route to the pass.”

			“I was worried about you. I heard a rumor you went chasing down a corrupt vein,” he said, ignoring her jibe.

			“What do you want?” she replied and suspected he’d camped out the pass to trap her. Perhaps he figured letting her do the leg work was easier than catching and killing a fresh chimera himself.

			“Always with the temper. You’d win more allies with honeyed words.”

			“And yet, no matter how nicely you asked, I still wouldn’t suck your cock,” she said in a mockingly sweet tone.

			Behind, her captive sniggered, and that wiped the smile off Andreas’ face. His gaze sliced over to her captive.

			“And who is this?” Andreas asked.

			“Her partner,” her captive replied without hesitation.

			“I see,” Andreas said with a knowing, wicked smile that tied her guts into knots. Could he see through the spell? Andreas wasn’t a mage. He wouldn’t bother with black market organ trade and elder bounties if he were. But he could have traded in illegal rune spells as easily as she could.

			“Can we hurry this up? I’ve got to get to market and claim my bounty,” she said with false bravado.

			“I see you caught a chimera together.” Andreas nodded to the pelt on her captive’s back.

			As she suspected, he was trying to poach her bounty. But better, he claimed the bear chimera bounty than the human transporting it.

			“I did, and after we split it, I’m going to pay back everything I owe you,” she said, hoping he’d rise to take her bait.

			“You’re green, aren’t you?” Andreas ignored her to address her captive.

			“I am,” her captive replied.

			“Then you don’t know about her... reputation...” his eyes slid over to her with cruel glee.

			Katja kept her face impassive, despite the storm raging inside her. It wasn’t the first time he’d attempted to turn people against her. But a human’s opinion didn’t matter. That was what she told herself, but her stomach was a riot of butterflies, and her palms were sweaty. It was just nerves over him seeing through her weak spell, that was all.

			“I do. What of it?” he said with such an authoritative tone it caught both her and Andreas by surprise.

			Andreas’ eyes widened with shock, before smoothing it over with a smug expression. “Ah, I see. Then you must be enjoying her favors. But I have women aplenty in my crew, much more amiable than her.”

			“No thanks,” he said in a bored tone.

			The smug expression was gone from Andreas’ face, replaced by rage. It took all her self-control to not recoil from that expression, as she remembered when he’d directed that rage toward her.

			“No thanks?” His voice had a cold and deadly edge to it. “You don’t want to make an enemy out of me, green.”

			He shrugged, but his hand was flexing into a fist. “You don’t want to make one out of me either.”

			If they fought, then this entire scheme would fall apart. To diffuse it before it exploded, she ripped the pelt and wrapped innards off her captive’s back and shoved them into Andreas’ arms.

			“Here. Take it. I know that’s what you wanted.”

			Andreas looked at the valuable bundle in his arms. The slimy smile returned.

			“But how will you make your payment without a bounty to claim?”

			“I’ll make do.”

			“You won’t earn enough with the time left,” he leered.

			“Don’t worry. I’ll have your geld.”

			“Well then, I accept your offer. But it doesn’t cover the insult greenie gave me.” He nodded toward her captive. “But that sword on your hip might.”

			A muscle ticked in her captive’s jaw. It was his sword, and obviously, human made. Would Andreas question it? She clenched her hand on the hilt. Then her captive nodded his head, giving her permission to hand it over. Why he’d do such a thing, she hadn’t the slightest idea.

			She handed over the sword to Andreas. “I thank you.” He tossed it to one of his lackeys without a second glance.

			Thank the all-mother Andreas was vain and oblivious. Hopefully, by the time he noticed, she’d have claimed her human bounty.

			“Can we go now?” she asked.

			He stepped out of the way. “Sorry, you’re leaving empty-handed this season. Maybe you’ll have better luck next summer... Oh, wait. If you can’t pay your principle, then this is your last, isn’t it?” His merciless cackle followed them as she marched toward the pass leading out of the valley.

			But she’d be the one laughing soon enough.


		

	
		
			Mathias

			His captor stayed true to her word and left Mathias’ hands free. They’d been climbing the mountain pass most of the afternoon, without a word spared between them other than monosyllabic grunts as she passed her water skin to him to drink.

			“I’m Mathias, by the way,” he said to fill the silence.

			She raised an eyebrow askance at him. “So?”

			“I thought we might make introductions, all things considered.”

			“I’d rather not bother. Once we reach Balance, we’ll never see one another again.”

			“Who knows, the goddess works in mysterious ways.”

			She scoffed in reply.

			A watchtower cast a long shadow over them as they approached. He’d seen it from across the valley, but it was even more imposing up close, carved from the granite mountainside, and composed of multiple levels with open platforms from which mages could shoot ranged attacks. While there was ground defense, spiked barriers, and a heavy iron gate, there was none on the battlements to shield from ground attacks. To Mathias, it seemed a glaring weak point in their defenses. Any army with archers could easily pick off mages exposed on the platforms. Unless it wasn’t an army they were trying to stop.

			“I’m curious. Why make me carry the pelt? Was it all to torture me?”

			“I wouldn’t waste time skinning and butchering a chimera just to make your life miserable.”

			“Then why did you?”

			“Because you’re worth more to me than its bounty.”

			“I’m touched you cared.” He smirked.

			She snorted to cover up what he was sure was a laugh.

			“Your friend seemed to imply you’re some sort of criminal. Do your leaders not want you killing their chimera?” he asked.

			Her shoulders tensed. “The Elders set the bounty, and we claimed it with a pelt to prove the job. As for the rest... we’re technically not supposed to transport the organs. But they’re a valuable commodity, and I’ve gotta do what I can to survive.” Color rose to the apples of her cheeks, and that same fire burned in her gaze that he’d witnessed before.

			Why would her elders set her to hunt and kill the chimera they themselves created? Because they didn’t, not intentionally, at least. Perhaps chimera were an accidental side effect of their magic?

			“Who buys the organs, then?” Mathias asked.

			She shrugged. “Don’t know and don’t care. As long as they’ve got geld.”

			Mathias chewed on this as they approached the gate, closing them into the valley. Katja called out to the watchman, who shouted a command, and the heavy doors swung open to let them through. The guards glanced them over, asked dispassionately about injuries, and forced them to drink a bitter brew before opening the gates.

			“What was that?” Mathias asked when they were alone.

			“Antidote, so we don’t bring corruption out of the valley.”

			He was about to ask more when he stopped in his tracks. Down the mountain, a river separated the forest from farmlands. But at a glance, it looked like any provincial town in Neolyra.

			“Is that Balance?” he asked.

			“This village? It pales in comparison.”

			“How much longer ’til we get there?”

			“A day or two,” she said, then turned to narrow her gaze at him. “You’re asking an awful lot of questions.”

			He shrugged. “Can you blame me for wanting to know how long I have to live?”

			“They’ll let you live, until they get information out of you, I’m sure,” she said, but it sounded sad rather than gloating.

			Was she sympathizing with him? Back home, his father called him the peacekeeper, because he was the one who smoothed over arguments with a joke, at his own expense, or agreeing to end debates. It’s why he’d given up his sword. He’d have a better chance of swaying her than that brute.

			“Too bad I’ll die stinking like a bear carcass,” he said with an over-dramatic sigh, hoping she’d play along. The longer he delayed, the better his chances of escape.

			“I’m not falling for that. The second I loosen those bonds, you’re going to escape,” she replied.

			“You can wash me instead,” he teased.

			Her face flushed, and she spun away from him to hide it. “Not going to happen,” she squawked.

			“I vouched for you and let you give away my sword, a gift from my father. I know you have to turn me over to your elders, but I thought you’d at least let me keep my dignity.” He sighed heavily as he watched her shoulders stiffen, then sag in defeat.

			“Fine. We take a single night’s reprieve to regroup, wash, and head out tomorrow.”

			“You’re too kind,” Mathias said, but she didn’t dignify him with a response.

			They reached the river, which was overflowing from snowmelt and was too quick moving for safe bathing. When Mathias pointed that out, she assured him she knew a spot. After a brief climb, they discovered a shallow pool, diverted from the river by a pair of boulders. On one side, the water raged before falling down a small cliff. If he stayed on the shallow side, the current couldn’t sweep him over the falls.

			She unspooled a couple of loops of the rope, allowing him room to bathe, but still clutching her dagger, as a warning to not make any sudden moves. Not that he could get far with his legs tethered together. While he planned, he tore off his clothes and tossed them onto the shoreline at her feet.

			“No peeking,” he teased.

			“I wasn’t!” She choked and sputtered.

			Mathias chuckled as he dunked himself in the freezing water. His insides shriveled as he scrubbed the worst of the stench and ichor off his skin. He’d have killed for a bar of soap and some warm water, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. When he’d gotten the worst of it off, he climbed out of the water, dripping and cold despite the summer heat.

			“Are you done?” she called back to him.

			“I don’t suppose you have a towel, do you?” he asked, contemplating whether to attack her in the nude. Maybe the shock of it would slow her reactions. But that led to thoughts of a different type of naked wrestling.

			“Just get dressed already,” she said.

			“Yes, Ma’am,” Mathias said, pulling on his pants and shirt. He’d come up with another plan soon...

			Suddenly an unearthly braying pierced the silent forest, putting his teeth on edge and raising the gooseflesh on his arm. His captor spun, drawing her bow and pointing it in the direction it’d come from. A thunderous pounding echoed around them and caused branches on the trees to shiver and ripples in the still water. At first, he thought it was an earthquake, then the putrid scent of rotting meat hit him seconds before a herd of monstrous deer poured out along the river bank. Vines grew from wounds dripping black ichor on their hides, and pearlescent jagged crystals replaced their eyes. The smell and the sight were enough to turn his stomach. They stopped at the water’s edge, stamping and pawing at the ground, nostrils flaring.

			His captor’s chest heaved. She’d yet to fire a single shot but stared wide-eyed at the chimera.

			“Fire a shot, scare them off,” Mathias said, hoping to break the spell that’d taken hold over her.

			“It’ll only make them angry. If we back away slowly, they might not notice us.” She backed up, and Mathias followed her lead but, not watching where they were going, his foot stepped into the water, and the splash caught their attention.

			“Run!” she bellowed as they rushed toward them, baring horrifying pointed teeth.

			The chimera surrounded them, backing them into the pool. Running wasn’t easy with his legs bound, but it was even harder wading through water. His captor knelt down and slashed the rope between his feet and urged him to move deeper with a wave of her hand, while her eyes were trained on the chimera as they paced at the water’s edge.

			“They don’t like water. If we wait here—”

			But she couldn’t finish her sentence before they were wading in after him tossing their heads, screaming, and baring horrific pointed teeth.

			“Go around to the other side; they won’t risk running water.”

			Mathias wanted to point out she’d just said they didn’t like water and been proven wrong. But there was no point in arguing as chimera chased them. He walked around the boulder, and the current nearly knocked his feet out from beneath him. The current’s pull was intense, but the shore was close. As long as he watched his step, he could make it across unscathed. That was assuming the chimera didn’t jump in after him. His captor followed him, but as soon as she was in the water’s pull, it swept her off her feet. The sudden jerk of her body was enough to knock him down as well, carrying them both along with a swift current.

			Heart in his throat, panic threatened to overtake him, as he struggled to find the surface. But the rope tangled them together, and he was tumbling, falling over the falls. After the fall, he bobbed up, caught a breath before being pulled back under. The rapids tossed him about like a rag doll until the rope pulled taut and granted him a moment’s reprieve to grasp onto a rock and pull his head above water. He searched for her, but she hadn’t breached the surface. Common sense would say let nature take its course and let her drown. But fool he was, he dove back down, following the rope to where she’d gotten tangled by a submerged branch. She clutched her dagger still, and when he reached for it, she fought him off. Likely assuming he was going to hurt her, she fought against him, wasting precious seconds. Until air was forced from her lungs, and a spray of bubbles escaped her. Then her grip slackened, and he pried it from her to cut her free. His lungs were screaming for air as he hooked his arm around her and pulled her to the surface.

			By then, she’d lost consciousness, and he had to drag her dead weight along the current until he could reach the shore, where he laid her down and listened for a heartbeat. It was faint but present, and after a tense few seconds of physical manipulation, he forced the water from her chest, and she coughed up it all up. When her sputtering finished and she’d regained her breath, she sat up and stared at him for several long seconds.

			“You saved me,” she said.

			“Just returning the favor.” He cleared his throat.

			“But—”

			“Don’t think too deeply about it. Without you, I’d die a slow and painful death. Right?”

			She wouldn’t meet his gaze but looked up the river, where the unearthly cries of the deer still echoed. “Katja,” she said.

			“What?” Mathias blinked in confusion.

			“My name. You’re still my prisoner. But I thought you deserved to know it, at least.”


		

	
		
			Katja

			Wet, chaffed, and exhausted, they made their way to the nearest town, on a strip of land between a fork in the river, giving it two lines of defense against chimera who eschewed water. The detour added a half day onto their journey, but seeing a herd of chimera outside the valley superseded her desire for geld. Because Katja couldn’t take them down alone, she had to alert the Mage Guard. They had the numbers and training necessary to stop the spread. But chimera never should’ve escaped the valley. The elders paid bounties to keep the population down, and Mage Guards patrolled and hunted the borders to stop anything that did. The chimera were acting strangely. She’d never seen them willingly go into water before. Had another magic vein turned corrupt, or had the chimera slipped through the border? The very thought made her stomach heave. There hadn’t been a vein turned since she was a girl when chimera destroyed her entire village. Distant screams echoed in her ears, and she put her hands against her head to drown them out.

			“Something wrong?” Mathias asked, silencing the horrified cries of her past.

			She turned to look at him, heart thundering in her chest. His hand hovered in the air, then he dropped it. She’d left him untied since the river. It seemed pointless after he’d saved her from drowning.

			“Fine. Just a headache,” she replied.

			They’d stretched the limits of prisoner and guard. She wasn’t about to bear her soul to him.

			A child shrieked, and panic gripped her chest. She reached for her quiver, but grasped only air. She’d lost it in the river along with the rest of her supplies. Children ran toward them, laughing and screaming. One girl, preoccupied with keeping away from her pursuers, collided with Mathias, who saved her from falling backward onto her rear. When she looked up at him, her eyes widened with fear. His height alone would have been intimidating, but the illusion rune was fading, and his human features were bleeding through, mixing with the false elven ones.

			The girl’s face wobbled, and Katja was about to intervene when Mathias knelt down at her level.

			“Don’t cry. Want to see me do magic?” he said.

			All elf children loved magic, and her curiosity seemed to outweigh fear because she nodded her head with enthusiasm. Katja was curious as well. She’d always heard humans didn’t have magic. The children who’d been chasing the girl gathered around them in a hushed half-circle to watch. With a flourish, Mathias reached behind the girl’s ear and removed a smooth river stone striped with black and orange, and flecked with gold, which caught the light and glinted. The children, witnessing the spectacle, gasped in astonishment as he placed the precious item in the girl’s upturned hands.

			“For you, my lady,” Mathias said with a winning smile.

			“Thank You!” She giggled.

			The other children surged toward him, begging to see the trick again, but Katja was the one to shoo them off with a reminder of magic’s limitations. With some grumbling, they dispersed.

			“I didn’t think humans could do magic,” Katja remarked.

			“We can’t. It’s a trick of the eye. Watch.” He reached behind her ear and then, with the same twist of his wrist, revealed a white wildflower. They grew along the riverbeds they’d been traveling along, but she hadn’t noticed him pick one.

			“My lady,” he said and tucked it behind her ear. But his hand lingered a beat longer than necessary, grazing against her cheek and sending a chill down her spine.

			Her head knew what he was doing, trying to seduce her. Win her over and convince her to free him. But her treasonous heart fluttered, anyway.

			“We don’t have time for games,” she muttered, walking toward a road lined by canopied market stalls.

			His husky chuckle heated her in ways she wouldn’t admit. To distract herself, Katja focused on navigating the crowded market. Sellers called out to potential patrons, and the cacophony of haggling, jangle of coin exchanging hands, and animal bleating blended together into a distant buzz. Katja passed by the merchant to whom she often sold pelts and waved. His typical friendly expression was cold and suspicious as she passed him by. She shrugged it off, assuming he was having a bad day, only to repeat the same interactions with other merchants she knew and liked. Their icy stares shot past her shoulder to Mathias.

			Mathias stood out, being a head taller than most people, but his otherness caught glares and a growing crowd that followed them. She’d been so preoccupied with reporting the chimera to the Mage Guard she hadn’t thought too much about Mathias, assuming at worst he’d pass as half elf but hadn’t accounted for the open hostility of the crowd. They turned a corner, and their path was blocked by three Mage Guards. Their silver crescent pins gleamed in the afternoon sunlight as they strode toward them, the leader a statuesque woman with long silver-streaked hair, and behind her, Elara, her last lover. They’d been lovers until Elara’s prophetic dream convinced her their time lasted a single season and broken things off. Katja suspected Elara wanted to put down roots, and Katja, whose tomorrow wasn’t assured, was too unpredictable. Running into Elara could be fortunate or disastrous for them...

			“What should we do?” Mathias whispered.

			Having moved closer to her in a protective stance, the heat of him from his proximity sent a chill up her spine for all the wrong reasons. She felt comforted being near him, her supposed enemy.

			“Who are you?” said the leader, her sharp gaze zeroed in on Mathias.

			“A hunter come to trade, elder,” Mathias said.

			The captain sneered, as if she found the idea laughable, and then her accusatory gaze slid to Katja. As a mage, she’d likely seen through Katja’s sorry excuse for an illusion. The logical thing would be to turn him over and hope she could claim some bounty, rather than waste time bringing him to Balance for a bigger prize. The thought made her throat close up. If she lied, the elders would brand her a traitor, and she’d be sent to a work camp or executed along with Mathias. The answer should be obvious, but she couldn’t find the words.

			“Captain. If I may, I know this woman. She is, as they claim, a hunter,” Elara spoke up, stepping between them and the captain.

			The captain’s eyes narrowed. “Is that so?”

			“We saw a herd of deer chimera in the woods. I came here to warn the outpost,” Katja said, words spilling out of her mouth.

			A ripple of concern spread through the group of onlookers, shifting attention from Mathias’ strange appearance.

			“Chimera, outside the valley?” The captain’s full attention was on her now.

			“Yes, Elder. A dozen or more. We narrowly escaped them upriver near the mountain’s base.”

			“Alert all guards to be on alert and send scouts to locate the chimera,” she said to one of the Mage Guards.

			With a nod, she jogged off to do her bidding. But it wasn’t long before the crowd surged forward, dozens of voices overlapping, asking questions of the captain, fear palpable in the air. Seeing an opportunity for escape, Katja grabbed Mathias by the wrist and led him to the back of the crowd. The chimera outbreak would preoccupy the Mage Guard for a while, giving Katja enough time to regroup and decide her next move. The press of bodies squeezed them. As panic surged, elbows flew, and feet stomped, in a desperate push toward the Mage Guards. Her grip on Mathias slipped when he moved in front of her, using his body like a shield, parting the crowd, so they could make their way out of the market and onto the road leading into town.

			“Kat, wait!” The familiar pet name stopped her in her tracks.

			Mathias, hand against her waist, gave her a sidelong look, and she pressed her fingers to her lips before turning to Elara, who’d followed them. She didn’t want to fight Elara, but if she had to, she would. Even if Elara was a trained Mage Guard and she was lacking in weapons.

			“Andreas came through town earlier today, asking questions about you and your friend,” she nodded toward Mathias.

			“Oh?”

			Elara’s expression was somber. “He was trying to sell a human sword, but no one would touch it. Would you know anything about that?”

			“I don’t have a clue. Perhaps he found it in the valley?”

			Shame burned in her chest for lying to her face as Elara scrutinized her with those far-distant eyes. As if seeing beyond and knowing she was being disingenuous. Then she looked at Mathias and smiled. Katja knew it well. It was the one she used when one of her visions came true. Had she foreseen this encounter and planned to stop them? Should Katja give in, rather than become a traitor?

			“Well, be careful. Okay?” Elara said, surprising her.

			“I always am,” Katja said, her entire body tensed, waiting for a blow that hadn’t come.

			Elara flashed her a smile and turned to leave, jogging back toward the unruly crowd in the market. Katja watched her go, feeling odd. It’d been two years since they’d ended their relationship, and she’d long since moved on. But she couldn’t shake the feeling Elara knew something she wasn’t telling her. Either way, she was grateful for her help.

			“Friend of yours?” Mathias asked.

			“Something like that,” Katja said.

			The shift in his gaze was nearly imperceptible. “I see, a lover. And do you prefer women...” he let the words trail off.

			A furious blush was burning her cheeks. It wasn’t any of his business, but she wanted to clarify, anyway. “Both. I’m attracted to both women and men...”

			“Oh, good,” he said under his breath.

			It shouldn’t have ignited a flame of desire in her. The same way she shouldn’t have run from the Mage Guards. Katja’s thoughts were all in a jumble. Andreas was onto her. Elara had let her go for reasons unknown. And she was starting to have feelings for Mathias. She needed time to think, sort out her feelings, and make a plan. She’d have to bring him to her home.


		

	
		
			Mathias

			Betrayal was inevitable. It was Mathias’ duty to protect Neolyra from corrupt magic, a fact he’d been trying and failing to convince himself of since he’d saved Katja from drowning. His doubts piled up, threatening to collapse onto him with a strong breeze. Katja wasn’t the monster he imagined elves to be. Before she took him into town, he thought she was the exception. But seeing their children walking through their marketplaces had sent him into an existential spiral. And ever since they’d left, he’d been trying to reconcile the version of elves whose dark magic threatened his world with the panicked crowd of living beings, terrified for their lives. Could the Avatheos, his people, his empire have gotten it wrong?

			“We’re getting close,” Katja said. It was the first time either of them had spoken in hours.

			“To Balance?” he asked.

			She shook her head. “We’re not going to Balance.”

			“But you’ll still claim your bounty...” he let the rest of the words hang in the air.

			“I’m going to let you go.”

			He wanted to give her a glib reply, but the words shriveled up in his throat. Their eyes met, and the air felt charged. Something had shifted between them. This wasn’t about a mission anymore. It hadn’t been for a while. Mathias was desperate for answers about her, about her people, about his heart...

			She turned away, but the feeling didn’t dissipate. It made him painfully attuned to her every movement, from the casual brush of her elbow against his, to her tongue darting out to lick her dry lips.

			“We’re here,” she said, gesturing toward a leaning shack beneath a grove of trees.

			“Where is here?” Mathias asked.

			“My bolt hole, or home. Whatever you want to call it.” She shouldered the rotting door open, which seemed ready to fall off its hinges.

			Inside, leaves and debris littered the ground, and shafts of sunlight fell from a gaping hole in the ceiling. It smelled of decaying wood and mold.

			“You live here?” Mathias asked.

			“I wouldn’t call it living as much as I would call it ‘a place to collapse after a hunt.’” Then she retrieved a kettle from a hook above the fire and said, “Make yourself comfortable while I fetch water.”

			There wasn’t anywhere to sit or relax, but a tiny termite-eaten chair he was sure wouldn’t withstand his weight. On second glance, there were a few personal touches around the space that gave it a homey feel. Her bed was a straw mattress covered in a patched blanket, but above it hung a faded tapestry depicting a domestic farming scene. They were in many homes, but these figures were elven with their pointed ears and long black hair. Then his gaze skimmed over to a workbench scattered with unfinished arrows, rags, and a dagger missing its hilt. There were other tools as well, huge metal tongs, a blacksmith’s hammer that even Mathias would’ve struggled to lift. He realized she’d lived here with someone, a blacksmith from the looks of it. Was it a former partner? Maybe she’d been married once. Thinking of her sharing her cot with someone, building a life with another person, made his heart squeeze.

			Katja returned, arms overladen with a kettle and logs for a fire. Mathias walked over and took the burden from her arms, and she paused, only to give him a grateful smile. They worked together in silence, lighting a fire in the hearth and setting the kettle over it to boil.

			“I don’t have much, but I can make us a brew,” she said.

			It was all domestic and amicable. A small part of him wished they could stay like this forever. But that was foolishness.

			“Can I ask you a question?” Mathias asked as she pulled herbs from a jar on the shelf.

			She turned and leaned against the table, but he could see the tension in her shoulders, and the tight lines around her mouth belied her relaxed pose.

			“Go ahead.”

			Mathias swallowed past the lump in his throat. “Did elves create the chimera?”

			Her eyes flashed with anger. “What?”

			“I came here to stop elves from spreading corruption.”

			“That’s rich coming from a human. Is that the justification you give for pushing my people out of Lyra? For hunting and killing us?”

			Her words felt like jumping into that icy river again, and heat flared in his cheeks.

			“I might have come here as a spy, but I thought you were spreading corruption, attempting to kill every human on the continent. But I’ve changed. I know we were wrong, and I want to make it right.”

			She inhaled, her pupils growing large. “And what, we all just forget about the genocide and injustice?”

			“That was my grandfather. Don’t place blame upon me—” he blurted, but halted when he saw her face pale.

			“Your what?”

			Stupid. Stupid.

			“Forget I said anything.” Mathias turned, hoping to end the conversation before he made an even bigger mess. But she grabbed him by the biceps, and he couldn’t resist turning to meet her gaze.

			“You said your grandfather slaughtered elves and drove us out of Lyra.”

			Since the Great Calamity, only onerous scholars called the continent Lyra. Scholars claimed elves and humans lived in harmony until they turned on the humans and stole their magic, corrupting it. He was proud of sharing his grandfather’s name, a hero who saved Neolyra, but that wasn’t true, was it?

			“Yes, I was named after him.”

			She let go of him as if his family’s sins would rub off on her. “I can’t believe this.” She shook her head. “I never should have considered letting you go.”

			He shook his head. “I don’t have all the answers, but we have to start somewhere. I can go back home convince my mother against a war—”

			She shook her head and pointed to the door. “Just go.”

			Mathias wanted to argue, but he couldn’t deny the truth. He was lucky she was still willing to let him go. “I won’t be like my grandfather. I can promise you that,” he said.

			But as he turned to leave, the doorway was blocked by Andreas, pointing Mathias’ sword at him.

			“Sorry to interrupt, but I’ll need you both to come outside, or my man will shoot an arrow through your neck.”

			Andreas used Mathias’ sword to point at an arch in the window, an arrow trained at Mathias. Hands up in the air, Katja and Mathias stepped outside where another of Andreas’ lackeys waited. He approached them to remove their weapons, but Mathias took his chance, landing a punch to his gut, doubling him over. And then rushed Andreas, catching him by the middle and knocking him to the ground. The archer’s shot grazed his shoulder, and Mathias’ grip loosened, giving Andreas a chance to wriggle out from under him.

			The two groups fell back, Katja and Mathias on their backs against the shack, while Andreas and his men watched them.

			“Don’t get involved; he came for me,” Katja said to Mathias.

			“I didn’t come for you, Katja. I’m here to make a deal with him,” Andreas said, with a smarmy smile that made Mathias’ blood boil.

			“What makes you think I’d work with you?” Mathias said, widening his stance. While unarmed, what he lacked in weapons, Mathias made up for in bulk.

			“I’ll give the humans information, chimera parts, whatever you want.”

			“You’re a traitor!” Katja seethed.

			“Who’s going to believe you? A girl without a single silbern, or me, a respected hunter and trader.”

			Katja took a step forward, and it wouldn’t have surprised him if she tried to claw out his eyes. Mathias had a plan, and he placed a hand on Katja’s shoulder. When she frowned back at him, he gave her a small shake of his head.

			“Who says I have anything to pay?” Mathias said.

			“This.” He held up Mathias’ sword into the air, letting the gilded hilt glint in the sunlight. “You’ve got geld a plenty, I bet. Not some average spy, I thought, and then you confessed it all. Prince Mathias here in our midst.”

			“Then we have a deal.”

			Beside him, Katja gasped, and he dared not look back for fear he’d reveal his true intent.

			“I knew you were a smart man, your majesty.”

			Mathias nodded as he strode toward the elf. His lackeys pointed their weapons at him as he outstretched his hand to shake. But unlike Katja, he reached out his hand to take it.

			“You’ve dealt with other humans?” Mathias asked, taking his hand in a crushing grip.

			“Who else would buy useless chimera organs? You humans are so starved for magic you’ll take even the most rotted bits.” He smiled as if Mathias was supposed to find this funny. Then Mathias felt the tip of the sword against his chest. “I know humans, and that’s why you’ll need to kneel and prove you’re a man of your word.”

			Mathias did as instructed. The archer lowered his bow, and the other whispered a snide remark behind Andreas as he loomed over Mathias with a smug smile. Mathias sprang up. Catching Andreas in the jaw and sending him sprawling onto his rear. Mathias disarmed the archer by wrenching the bow from his hands and tossing it to Katja. The second henchman rushed Katja, and she shot him in the chest before he could reach her. The archer swung for Mathias, and Mathias dodged, before grabbing him by the neck and twisting. His neck snapped, and he collapsed.

			Andreas recovered and swung the broadsword ineffectually. He didn’t have the strength to wield a large, two-handed weapon. Mathias dodged his swing and grasped onto Andreas’ arm, yanking until it popped out of the socket and dangled uselessly at his side. Andreas screamed.

			“You think you’re rather clever, don’t you?” Andreas said, panting, sword dragging against the ground as he stalked closer to Mathias. There was murder in his gaze.

			“I do, actually.”

			“Well, not smart enough,” he said.

			“Mathias, watch out!” Katja shouted at the same time.

			A third lackey was hiding in the forest and shot at him. Mathias fell into a roll, and it narrowly missed him. Andreas ran over and kicked him in the gut, knocking the wind out of him. Before he could catch a breath, Andreas placed a booted foot on his shoulder and ground him into the dirt as he pressed the sword to Mathias’ throat with his one good arm.

			“I would’ve made more with you alive. But a human carcass might be worth a few—” blood cut his sentence short as it burbled from his lips.

			An arrowhead protruded from his neck, and he swayed before collapsing onto the ground at Mathias’ feet.

			A few feet away, Katja held her bow up, face white as a ghost, then she lowered it. Her expression was hollow.

			“It’s done. He’s dead,” she said.

			Mathias approached her with caution, not wanting to startle her. But she looked ready to collapse from shock.

			“I always imagined it, but I didn’t think—” she cut off in a half sob.

			On impulse, he pulled her into his embrace, half expecting her to pull away. Instead, she melted against him as she cried.


		

	
		
			Katja

			Katja paid back her debt in blood. Andreas and the elves who stood by while he beat her were dead. She stared down at her bloodless hands as the smoke from their burning bodies choked the air. It’d been too quick, too easy. Yet the emotional toll weighed down on her chest. She was a killer. After years of fantasizing about Andreas’ death, what made her act on her desires was saving Mathias, not revenge. Andreas deserved to die for her and the countless other naïve hunters he’d hurt. Knowing he was gone didn’t erase the gnawing anxiety in her gut. Her body was desperate to move. She stood up, paced the room, picked up a weapon to clean, then set it down again as a sob bubbled up in her throat, looking at her father’s workbench. Katja crumpled onto the ground, cradling her father’s hammer as she trembled. What would he think? Would he be proud or ashamed?

			“What’s wrong?” Mathias said.

			“I can’t stop—” she replied, holding up her trembling hands.

			Mathias knelt beside her and took the hammer from her to set on the workbench. He smelled like smoke and death. Katja hadn’t asked him to dispose of the bodies. He’d simply done it.

			“Can you stand?” he asked.

			“I think so.”

			Mathias hooked his arm around her waist, and she leaned against him, finding comfort and strength in his steady embrace. He led her over to her one chair, and she sat her down with a cup of warm brew. There was no other chair, so he stood over her as she sipped at her drink. The warm liquid slid down her throat and chased away some of the crawling fear.

			“You’ve never killed before,” he said.

			“Is it that obvious?”

			“The first time I killed, it gutted me.”

			“An elf?” she asked because it was easier to cling to their differences, to hold onto that, than accept his kindness. She’d killed for her enemy, but she wouldn’t let him break her heart.

			“Yes.”

			She guzzled the rest of the steaming, hot drink rather than respond. It burned a fiery trail down to her gut, but it didn’t cool the blazing heat in his gaze as he watched her. She had to look anywhere but at his eyes for fear of seeing her hunger reflected in them. That’s when she noticed a bloody stain on his shoulder.

			“You’re hurt.”

			Mathias glanced down at it and shrugged. “I’ll tend to it later.”

			“If you wait too long, it’ll get infected.” She jumped up and went in search of a poultice and bandages.

			With a wave of her hand, she instructed him to sit. Mathias dwarfed the chair, and he looked down at his dubiously.

			“It’ll hold, I promise. My father was an excellent craftsman.”

			“Did you live here with your father?”

			It felt too personal a question. She hadn’t spoken of him since he died.

			“Yes. Before he died.”

			“I’m sorry for your loss. How did it happen?”

			A lump lodged in her throat. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt so bad if she told another person. “Chimera, times were tough, and we needed the geld. He went bounty hunting and never returned...”

			“I see.”

			Katja didn’t respond. He was a human and couldn’t understand. It was his grandfather who’d doomed the elves to this fate. Corruption kept spreading through the magic veins, and chimera flourished, because of the humans.

			Mathias lowered himself into the chair, which groaned under his weight but didn’t break. Because she’d promised to, Katja rolled up his sleeve to inspect his injury. She cleaned it with a rag before applying a poultice. His skin was warm and hard. Would the rest of him be that way? What would his skin taste like? She shook away such traitorous thoughts. Her enemy. Her enemy.

			“You’re good at that,” he said, his eyes burning into hers as if he wished to devour her.

			“I’ve treated enough of my own wounds to be a healer,” she said, trying to lighten the mood.

			He grabbed her by the elbow, stopping her before she could put on the bandage. “Did he hurt you?”

			Katja’s heart galloped. “He’s dead now.”

			“That’s not what I asked,” he said in a low, deadly voice.

			“Yes.”

			“I’d kill him again, if I could,” he growled.

			She believed him. His touch lingered on her arm, brushing down her forearm and grazing her racing pulse. It sent pleasurable shivers all over her body. Was he doing this to torment her, to tease her for how his casual touch made her want to do unspeakable things to him? She finished bandaging him quickly, hoping space would cool her ardor. But the distance lived and breathed.

			“Are you hungry?” she said.

			“Not for food.”

			Katja spun around, chest heaving. Desire caught her by the throat. The only way to unravel this coil of heat and aching lust was to face it.

			He must have seen the look in her eyes because he stood and took a step toward her. Then, the next moment, they were crashing into one another. Limbs tangled, tongues crossing like clashing swords. His hands snaked up, cupping the back of her neck, and Katja arched her back, pressing her taut nipples against his chest. Kissing wasn’t enough. She needed to touch all of him, to gorge herself on him until she was sick of him. She ran her hands over the planes of his chest, sliding downward and under his shirt.

			He pulled back, and pulled off his shirt, indulging her with a view of his hairy muscled chest. A trail of hair ran down across his chiseled abdomen below the waistband of his tented trousers.

			“Like what you see?” he asked.

			Her eyes snapped up to his as she kissed him again, pressing her hand against his cock through his pants.

			“I’d like to see more,” she gasped against his mouth.

			With a groan, he grabbed onto her ass until she was almost straddling his thigh. Katja kissed the corner of his lip, before trailing down his neck and collarbone, licking as she went. Mathias made a feral sound at the back of his throat, which made her clench.

			“Take off your clothes. I want to see all of you,” he ordered.

			With a smirk, she did as instructed, peeling off layers of clothing one by one before tossing them aside. While she performed her seductive strip tease, Mathias removed his pants and grasped hold of his cock, stroking it up and down in his hand. It was massive, and she wondered if it would even fit, but was excited to find out. Standing naked before him, she gestured for him to come closer, and he leaned forward, kissing a scar on her shoulder, as he cupped her mound and slid a finger inside her. Katja gasped, eliciting cries of pleasure as he wound her tighter and tighter around his wicked fingers, all while he lavished every battle scar and old wound on her body, moving down past her navel until he was just above her patch of curly hair. He knelt before her, staring up at her as if she were a goddess and he was her worshipper.

			Then he pushed her back onto the table, wrapping her thighs around his neck. Katja was shivering before his tongue flicked against her clit, nearly sending her over the edge. He inserted a second finger, as he licked her until she was squirming, arching her back, biting her lip to hold back a primal scream as she pulsed around his fingers. They stayed like that for a moment, breathing hard. His face buried in her, then his hand slipped out, and he placed his cock at her opening.

			She was slick, wanton, and ready when his eyes met hers as they kissed again. Fiercely, hungrily, Katja felt they might devour one another, and it wouldn’t be enough. Then he sheathed himself in her, and she cried out at the fullness as it stretched her. He rocked slowly, hitting the deepest parts of her, making her beg, to go faster, harder. She needed all of him, now. Katja dragged her nails across his back as he thrust faster, harder, deeper, and this time she didn’t muffle her cries but felt lightning shoot through her body, as her core clenched around him for the second time, and ecstasy sizzled through her as he finished alongside her.

			When they were done, he leaned over her, panting and smiling. His cock slid out of her, and he picked Katja up, bringing her to her cot, and curled around her. It was too small for the two of them, but they lay facing one another, limbs and sweaty bodies tangled together. Mathias brushed hair from her face, staring at her as if she were the most beautiful creature in the world. She wanted this moment to last forever, to remain there forever in that moment with him. But exhaustion weighed down her eyelids, and she couldn’t keep them open for long. Mathias pressed a kiss to her temple and said something to her she couldn’t quite remember the next morning as sleep overcame her. But for the first time in a long time, Katja felt safe.


		

	
		
			Mathias

			For the first time, Mathias wanted someone. He’d been in lust before, sure. When he joined the army young, he knew his days were numbered, and when that didn’t kill him, he’d thrown himself into his suicidal mission in elven territory. If he were gone, he couldn’t threaten Aristea’s crown. If he never married, he couldn’t sire a son who’d threaten her either. But now he wanted. Stars above, he wanted her. All of her; the need threatened to swallow him whole. She made him want to live. Katja’s flushed cheeks, her skill with weapons, the way her body seemed to mold against his as she slept, all of her.

			Mathias couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept so soundly, despite being on a tattered hay bed. But he couldn’t wait another minute to confess his feelings. He’d made an attempt the night before, but she’d already started dozing. He splayed his hands against the rise of her hip, and kissed her nape, to gently wake her. Katja wriggled, pressing her naked rear against his stiff cock. It took an impressive amount of self-control not to thrust into her.

			“Morning,” he whispered against her ear.

			She made a contented sound, “Mornin—” she stiffened.

			“Something wrong?” Mathias asked, leaning up on an elbow.

			“It’s well past morning.” Katja rolled away from him, leaving him feeling cold as she climbed out of bed and grasped her clothes, back to him.

			“I thought you needed rest after everything that happened,” Mathias said, sitting up on the edge of the bed, frowning as she hurried around the room, all the while avoiding his inquiring gaze.

			“We don’t have time to waste. It’ll take days to reach the border.”

			“Trying to get rid of me already?” he teased, trying to lighten the mood.

			“It’s not as if we can stay here forever. Besides, you want to get back to your kingdom, don’t you?”

			Her cool dismissal was in stark contrast to her eagerness from the night before, and Mathias felt compelled to clear the air.

			“Have I upset you?” he asked.

			“Not at all.”

			“I thought we’d talk about last night.” Mathias stood and came over to touch her shoulder. She looked up at him then.

			“What’s there to talk about?”

			“I felt something… I realized that I—” he was stumbling over his words. It’d never been a problem before. But Katja wasn’t like any woman he’d met before, either.

			She smiled at him. “We had fun, but you can’t expect anything more between us.” She gestured between them.

			Mathias couldn’t be the only one who’d felt a spark. She had to be lying. Katja looked at him like a starving woman, and he was a delicious feast. He knew because he felt the same. Mathias scrubbed at the scruff of his regrowing beard. He couldn’t go back to the life he was living, floating without attachments, waiting for his untimely demise.

			“I can’t go back without you,” he said.

			“If it’s about the herbs? I’ll confess: I healed you the night we met; the rest was a rouse. After I see you across the border, you’ll never need me again.”

			He’d long suspected the herbs were a means to keep him in line. But she was twisting his words, pretending not to hear what he was saying.

			“Come with me, to Neolyra,” he said.

			Her expression was stony as she looked him up and down. “Did you think because we fucked, I’ve stopped hating humans? That they won’t kill me on the spot?”

			Her words hit him like a punch to the gut. “I would protect you.”

			“You can’t be with me at all times.”

			“Katja, I wasn’t living before I met you. I cannot go back to that darkness without you.”

			“I will suffocate with you. Is that what you want?” she shouted the words, and they rattled around inside his skull.

			“You don’t mean that,” he breathed.

			“This is reality; it’s who we are. How it is always going to be. I might have lost myself in lust last night. But it was a one-time exception. Our kind will always be at odds. Even if they let me stay by your side, your people, your empire, would always despise me. And for me...” she inhaled a ragged breath. “Every time I look at you, I’m reminded of your grandfather who slaughtered my people.”

			He clenched his fist. Her tone and words were sharp and meant to wound. And though they hadn’t spent a long time together, he’d started to notice that about her. When she was scared, she pushed people away.

			“If you could stop corruption, would you?” he asked.

			She scowled at him. “What does that have to do with...”

			“Just answer the question.”

			“Of course, but it’s not as simple as wanting.”

			“Everything is impossible if we don’t try. I came here seeking a cure, but I found you. That can’t be a coincidence. If I tell my mother everything I’ve seen and learned, she’ll understand the elves aren’t to blame. That we need to work together to stop corruption. You can act as an ambassador to explain the elves’ side.”

			She laughed in his face. “I’m no politician. And you’re naïve. You can’t simply change minds.”

			“You changed mine.”

			Pity and regret burned in her gaze, but also a speck of hope too. Maybe she wasn’t lost to him yet.

			“I’ll take you to the border, but that’s where our paths diverge,” she said with resolute finality.

			Mathias didn’t argue. He knew her well enough that persuasion wouldn’t change her heart. She’d have to decide on her own, and he’d trust her to make the right decision.

			Their journey to the borderlands passed by in a blink. They spent their days amicably. Mathias did what he did best, and eased the tension with jokes and stories of his youth. They did not touch, nor did they kiss again, but he wanted to. By the stars, he wanted to. But that was a line he swore he wouldn’t cross again. It was her choice to come to him. He wouldn’t force her.

			They stopped for one last night atop a hill, the border in the distance. Knowing it could be their last together, neither of them was willing to sleep. They stayed up late into the night talking. Time slowed down as if suspended. If only they kept on, they’d never have to say goodbye.

			But as it always did, dawn came, and when the gray half-light dissipated, they could no longer delay their parting. They stood awkwardly, avoiding saying goodbye. Though he’d spent the last few days clinging to hope she’d change her mind, she’d made no declarations.

			“This is it,” she said, looking anywhere but at him.

			Not ready to let her go, he grasped a hold of her and kissed her fiercely, as if that kiss could convince her of his devotion, his need, his hunger for her. She melted into his arms, hands clawing at his back as he held her close. They were clinging, knowing when they let go, it would be goodbye for good.

			“I don’t want this to end,” she whispered against his mouth.

			“It doesn’t have to. Come with me, Katja, please.”

			She pulled back, but he held onto her hands, clinging to that last tenuous tether.

			“You know I can’t.”

			With his free hand, he cupped her cheek, and she leaned into his touch. “I will change the world for you; I swear it.”

			Her throat worked as she stared at him. “I know you’d try.”

			She let him go, and Mathias felt like he’d been run through.

			“I’ll wait for you. As long as it takes. I won’t move across that border until you come with me.”

			She stepped back, shaking her head.

			“Don’t wait for me. Because I’m not coming back, Mathias. Goodbye.”

			And then she disappeared amongst early morning shadows. Mathias felt as if his heart were shattering into a million pieces.


		

	

			Katja

			Katja had experienced enough tragedy to know it was better they shared a passionate goodbye than a bitter end. Once lust faded and commonsense returned, he’d realize he was better off without her. As for Katja, she returned to the rotting remains of her childhood home. Without the looming threat of Andreas coming to collect her debts, she lacked motivation. She wanted to sleep off the sadness. For a thousand years if necessary.

			Her front door was hanging from the hinges before. Now it’d fallen off and leaned against the threshold. She squeezed past it into the gloomy interior. This was her home, but it didn’t feel like one. Without Mathias’ bulking frame, it felt even more empty than before. Her eyes snagged on the hay mattress in the corner where they’d laid limbs intertwined. Mathias might forget her, but she wasn’t sure she’d ever forget the safety she’d felt in his embrace. Heartsick, she collapsed onto it, and cried herself to sleep.

			She slept until beams of sun coming through the hole in her roof forced her awake. But she didn’t move from the bed. Katja should get up and get moving. She’d been promising herself to patch the hole in the room after this season’s hunt.

			Time passed by. It could have been hours or days. Judging by her stench, it was days. The pangs of hunger forced her up and out of her bed to hunt for food in her cabinets. But they were bare. At the end of a season, she bought supplies with whatever she had after making her payment. Without a bounty to claim, she had no geld to buy food. All she had of value was her mother’s necklace and her father’s last sword. No matter how desperate she was, she’d refused to sell them, clinging to the past in the same way she held onto this crumbling house. Letting go meant she was alone in the world. They were specters of her past, holding her back, but what was the point of holding on if it meant starving to death. Father would have wanted her to live. She’d never known her mother, who died giving birth to her, but she’d have wanted the same.

			To survive, she had to cut her ties to the past.

			Katja pulled up the floorboard and removed the memento box she kept the necklace in before shoving it into her pocket. Then she grabbed her father’s last sword from behind the workbench where she’d hidden it and headed toward town. She arrived at the empty marketplace around midday. The season was almost over, and except for a group gathered beneath the bounty board, there wasn’t a soul around.

			Katja ignored the milling crowd and went to the local blacksmith who’d been asking to purchase her father’s last sword for years. It hurt to see it go, but he gave her a fair price. From there, she saw a jeweler, who haggled before settling. She walked away with a fat bag of coins, enough to survive until the next season.

			As she was heading out, Katja passed by the board again and, curious, glanced at it. A single piece of paper, with an uncanny sketch of Mathias, was attached there. His bounty was an eye-popping amount, but more concerning were the words written at the bottom: Prince Mathias wanted dead or alive. Her stomach seized.

			“I heard he was in this area,” said a hunter.

			“Andreas was boasting about having a golden sword, human made. He swore it,” replied a second.

			“Haven’t seen him in a while. You think he went after this bounty?”

			“Wouldn’t bother with it if he’s after it.”

			He was safe back in human lands. Surely he hadn’t lingered at the border. But the bounty gave her pause. What if he’d stayed true to his word and waited for her? 

			She turned to run, acting more on instinct than any reasonable thought. As she turned a corner, however, someone caught her by the shoulder, and her body tensed. She swung a punch, colliding with a black shimmering wall of magic. Elara watched her from the other side of the barrier, her expression inscrutable. The Mage Guard had figured out she’d aided a human, and now they’d take her for questioning.

			“I can—”

			Elara pressed a finger to her lips, motioned for Katja to follow her into a nearby alley. “We don’t have time to waste. The Mage Guards know the prince is close by, and if he’s discovered, they’ll kill him.”

			Katja blinked at her. “Why are you telling me this?”

			“Do you remember that dream I had two years ago? When I told you that your destiny lay elsewhere?”

			Her back stiffened as she nodded.

			“He’s your destiny. I recognized him the moment you walked into the market. The man from my dream, the bridge to save us from corruption.”

			A chill raced over her body. Mathias swore he’d change the world. She’d thought it was just words. But what if it weren’t? What if they could work together? Elara grabbed her arm and drew a rune against her flesh with the tip of her finger. It glowed for a moment before sinking into her skin.

			“What is that?” Katja asked.

			“Two runes combined for endurance and speed. You won’t tire as easily, and you can move greater distances quicker.”

			Katja felt the magic pulse through her, making her restless and eager to move.

			“Thank you,” Katja croaked. She’d never imagined Elara would be the one to send her back to Mathias, but she was glad she did.

			“You’ll move quick, so make each step count. Oh, and it’ll only last until sundown tomorrow.”

			Katja nodded her understanding and then turned in the border’s direction. The rune spell washed over her like a warm embrace, and then Katja took a step forward, and one step seemed to encompass ten. Her movements were jarring at first, and her stomach heaved at the sudden change in surroundings, but after a few tries, she found her rhythm and crossed incredible distances in record time.

			In a day and night, she’d traveled a distance that should’ve taken her three times longer. She reached the borderlands just as the sun was setting on the second day. Her head pounded with exhaustion, and her knees were wobbling, unused to the intense magical drain of the rune spell. But she’d arrived where she’d last seen Mathias. Heart in her throat, and praying to the all-mother, it wasn’t too late.

			Mathias made finding him obvious. He’d camped out at the edge of the forest, and a line of smoke rising against the horizon led her straight to him. She ran toward his camp, the setting sun at her back. Mathias stood, a mountain of a man, shading his eyes against the glaring sun. He walked toward her, and then ran. Katja ran, too, and they crashed into one another. Grasping tight. Hands tangled in his tunic, mouths colliding. Coming home. Being in his arms felt like home.

			When they broke apart, he pressed a kiss to her temple and breathed, “You came back.”

			She swallowed hard. She’d been so preoccupied with warning him she hadn’t considered what happened next. Did she take his offer and follow him into the human realm? Try to convince him to leave for his own good?

			“I’m still afraid,” she whispered, burying her head against his chest, so she didn’t have to look him in the eye.

			“So am I,” he said, stroking circles along her back.

			She laughed softly. “You’re a mountain of a man. What can you be afraid of?”

			“Of never hearing your laugh again, to miss seeing you blush when you’re flustered, or that fierce look in your eyes when you feel an injustice has been done.”

			The hand around her heart squeezed, and she kissed him in response.

			“What if we can’t convince your mother?” she asked with a furrowed brow. Elara seemed confident in her vision, but the future was never certain.

			“Then we keep trying. She never could say no to me.”

			She shook her head.

			He kissed her forehead, then each cheek before capturing her lips in an impassioned kiss that had her toes curling. When they broke apart again, he rested his forehead against hers. “And what if everything works out, and we’re deliriously happy for the rest of our lives? What will you do then?”

			Her eyes were wet. Future was one thing she’d never given herself the luxury to consider before, but she wanted it, desperately.

			“Then I suppose I have no choice,” she said with a lopsided smile.

			Which he replied to with a knowing grin.

			And no matter the risks, no matter how foolish or how impossible their quest was, she’d risk it all for him. For the future they’d make together.

			
Want to know what happens after the happily ever after? Connect with Nicolette or grab more books in the Moonlight Dragon series and others at www.nicoletteandrews.com

			

	

The Serpent and the Swallow

			by R. L. Davennor

			A desperate plan to save her dying brother drives Elvira deeper into Neverland than she’s ever gone before, and Cedric’s only hope rests in the hands of their mortal enemies: the forest’s natives. But when Elvira’s captor proves kinder—and prettier—than she bargained for, a forbidden romance sparks amidst the chaos. As the line between loyalty and love blurs, Elvira is faced with an impossible choice. Let down her walls and trust a stranger, or risk Cedric’s life… and her own fragile heart.
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			I. the wound

			My brother flinched, my hand slipped, and I wanted to fucking scream.

			Alcohol poured freely down his back, completely missing the wound I was attempting to clean and redress, and though I’d barely touched him, obscenities poured from his lips, colorful even for his standards. “Gently, damn it, and be careful!”

			“Careful?” I slammed the bottle on his desk, nearly shattering it, but if Cedric was going to be a reckless ass, so was I. “You’re one to talk about careful when you’re the one wasting all our rum.”

			He shot me such a venomous glare that anyone else would no doubt have winced or cowered beneath its weight. The numerous scars marring his face only added to the hateful illusion, but my brother would have to try far harder than that if he truly wanted to scare me. “I’ll get right on healing my own infection, then,” he hissed through gritted teeth.

			“I’d settle for you letting me heal it. By not leaping out of your skin every time I get anywhere near you.”

			Cedric grunted something unintelligible, and taking it as a sign we were both exhausted from this bickering, I attempted to return to my work, slower this time. Before I could even raise a rag to wipe him off though, a voice piped up from the far corner.

			“He’s getting worse.” Scarlett, my brother’s… lover? Partner? I didn’t know precisely what to call her, especially now that they were sleeping in separate quarters, but just like the rest of us occupying this sorry excuse for a ship, Scarlett didn’t have anywhere else to go. She met my gaze from where she crouched in the shadows but didn’t otherwise move. “He tries to trivialize and lie about his pain, but he’s in quite a lot of it at this point.”

			Fuck. Equal parts fear and worry rose in my throat, constricting it, but I forced myself to keep my expression impassive as I turned back to Cedric. “Is that true?”

			He hesitated, which was an answer in itself, so I fixated instead on the wound marring his back. What should have healed months ago was now a festering, gaping hole. Infected, yes, but even that was putting it mildly. Angry black lines snaked outward from its edges, crisscrossing Cedric’s already scarred skin like an intricate map, and the surrounding flesh was swollen and red. Heat radiated from him in waves, and when he glanced over his shoulder, I noted the sweat pooling at his brow. Gods damn it, now he was feverish on top of everything else?

			“You look like shit, and you smell even worse,” I said, but only to mask how terrified I actually was. Internally, I stifled a scream yet again, because this was serious, far more than I’d previously allowed myself to believe. Cedric’s only response was a faint grunt, confirming my suspicions and far more. “And you’ve been killing? This isn’t a result of the curse?”

			“It can’t be,” Scarlett answered, at last rising to her feet and taking a small step forward. “Since he’s been too weak to leave the ship, I’ve ensured he’s had plenty of rat necks to snap. The rot heals, but his wound doesn’t.”

			At the mention of decaying flesh, my own pain flickered to life. The worst of it may be concealed beneath several layers of clothing, but like everyone and everything else in this fucking forest, I was rotting, too. Such was Neverland’s curse, accidentally set off the very same day Cedric had been stabbed, and perhaps even the same moment. Death pays for death, which in simpler terms meant kill or decay. We were all actively festering from the inside out. Murder was the only thing that reversed the rot, but only for a week at most. It had been four days since my last kill, and there were pieces of myself quite literally beginning to slough away. If I didn’t find something to sink my dagger into soon, I would no longer possess the strength to, and after that… Well, it didn’t matter, because from the looks of Cedric, he needed a solution within the same timeframe.

			And if one of us was going to die, it sure as fuck wasn’t going to be him.

			I was only vaguely aware of Scarlett saying my name and didn’t fully emerge from my thoughts until Cedric said it too. Only he didn’t call me Elvira, as he would have in any other circumstance. He uttered my childhood nickname, trying yet failing to conceal the pain from his voice. “I’ll be fine, Elle. Just patch me up like you always do. I’ll keep still this time, I pro… What are you doing?”

			Hearing ‘Elle’ triggered something in me, something far beyond the rot and desperation currently threatening to eat me alive. If my brother was calling me that, he was the furthest thing from fine, and I wouldn’t know a moment’s peace until he was once again healed and whole. Ignoring both Cedric and Scarlett, I began rifling through the desk and documents with reckless abandon, searching for the list of plants and their uses we’d been compiling over the time we’d been imprisoned here. The chances of an herbal remedy undoing the damage of a lethal infection were beyond slim, if not impossible, but without any way to leave Neverland and go into town for proper, stronger medicine—the curse kept us trapped here—it was Cedric’s one and only chance of recovery.

			“Damn it, where is it?” I hissed, carelessly shoving aside a stack of old maps detailing lands far beyond this one; it wasn’t as if we would need them again, anyway. “Where is the list of flora I told you to keep safe?”

			“Careful!” Cedric made a feeble attempt to reach for me, wincing as he no doubt aggravated his wound. “Those are my—”

			“Obsessive scribblings about undead children? Yeah, I’ve gathered that much.” I wasn’t taking a careful look at the papers beyond ensuring they weren’t what I needed, but on each of the ones Cedric had touched in recent weeks, the name ‘Peter Pan’ was written on them all at least once.

			“Immortal children,” he grumbled, but I’d stopped listening in order to yank open another drawer, this time discovering something I’d long since forgotten: a music box.

			I’d hardly done any more than reach for it before something shoved me away with force, and the next thing I knew, Scarlett had the tarnished old thing tucked protectively beneath her elbow. We locked eyes, but she didn’t offer an apology or explanation as she shuffled away with the music box in tow, and I knew better than to ask for one. For whatever reason, she’d always been fond of the old thing, and I was more than happy to leave her to it. At least now I was free to rifle through Cedric’s drawers as chaotically as I liked, which is precisely what I did for the next several minutes. Books, letters, charts, and journals alike were all tossed aside, and had my brother not been in such a weakened state, I’d have given him an earful for the disorganized and downright disgraceful state of his desk.

			Right as I began to suspect Cedric may have used the parchment as fodder for more of his nonsensical fixation on Peter and his band of boys, I found it. Tucked away beneath a pile of maps and charts was the list of Neverland’s plant life I’d worked so hard to compile during our first few weeks here; a list that now might just save my brother’s life. I grabbed it and immediately began scanning the page for any possible cure that might help him. There were dozens of listings—some familiar, like the ones I’d used to concoct my poisons, and others whose properties I’d yet to discover—but none seemed to offer any hope. Panic began to set in as I read over each plant again and again, desperately searching for something, anything, that could help Cedric. But among the list of known plants, there was nothing, at least nothing certain; anything I used on him would be experimental at best and could kill him at worst. I was desperate enough to gamble, yes, but certainly not when it came to my brother’s life.

			Scarlett either sensed my despair or saw it on my face, and as she leaned in, her harrowing whisper was uttered for my ears alone. “He needs medicine, Elvira.”

			“And where do you suggest we get any?” I hissed, only barely fighting back tears. “All we have to work with is what’s right here.”

			“But what if there’s a way out?”

			I stilled at that. My voice was already low, but I dropped it even further as I met Scarlett’s gaze. “Are you saying you’ve found one?”

			“No,” she said quickly, casting a glance in Cedric’s direction. “But I am suggesting that’s where our efforts might be better spent. Getting out of here. Surely there’s something we haven’t tried.”

			I shook my head before she’d even finished. “That’s yet another unknown. Even if it were possible, how do you know the curse wouldn’t just strike us dead the moment we set foot back in the outside world? What if—”

			“No one is going anywhere,” Cedric cut across me then, and Scarlett and I both looked up to find him scowling at us. “And that’s an order, because last I checked, I’m still your captain. Elvira, patch me up, and patch me up now. I need to…” His voice trailed off as the little color remaining in his face vanished, and he blinked rapidly, as if struggling to keep us in focus. “I need…”

			Sensing what was about to happen a moment before it did, I rushed over, only barely managing to catch Cedric as he tumbled from his chair. Scarlett was at my side a moment later, but we didn’t place him back where he’d been. We dragged him to his bed, laying him stomach down so I still had access to his wound. 

			Scarlett took one look at it before covering her mouth and gagging, quickly averting her gaze. “Elvira, this is bad.”

			“Hand me my supplies.” I refused to fully register her words and climbed on Cedric’s bed with him, positioning myself atop the small of his back. He twitched but didn’t otherwise react to me or my weight, and I wasn’t certain if that was a good or bad thing. Turning back to Scarlett, who had returned with what was left of the rum and dressings, I took it and said, “Hold him.”

			She swallowed. “What?”

			“I need you to hold his shoulders,” I snapped, harsher now. “Do you want him to live, or not?”

			Scarlett hesitated for a moment then reached out and tentatively placed her hands on Cedric’s bare shoulders. He reacted immediately and violently to her touch, but even as she held firm, Scarlett’s expression was nearly as tortured as Cedric’s had been mere minutes ago. Watching them and what their relationship had become stirred something within me, but just as I had done with anything resembling an emotion, I forced myself to shove it aside.

			I quickly got to work cleaning the wound, using what was hopefully a clean cloth and the remnants of the rum. Cedric’s body tensed with each touch, and he let out a muffled groan as I dabbed at it. Scarlett continued to hold him in place, her grip tightening with each passing second. Tears brimmed in her eyes, and she looked away, but still she held on, doing her best to keep Cedric still while I worked. 

			It was difficult to tell if I had even done anything, but once satisfied that the wound was as clean as it was going to get, I began applying ointment and dressing it up with bandages. It was a slow process, made all the more difficult by Cedric’s constant writhing. Every time my hand moved too close or touched something particularly tender on his skin, he would cry out and try to pull away from our grip. Despite his attempts to break free, I was able to finish wrapping up his wound relatively quickly.

			Finally finished, Scarlett and I stepped back, taking a moment to catch our breath as Cedric slipped into a fitful sleep. He continued to twitch and mumble nonsense, and more than once I was tempted to get up and wipe the sweat from his brow and back, but something kept me rooted in place as a single word seared itself into my mind: temporary. Anything less than a cure for the infection ravaging Cedric’s body would do nothing more than temporarily ease his pain, temporarily extend his life, and he needed far more than temporary.

			“I take it back,” Scarlett finally said, pulling me from my thoughts. “It’s not medicine that he needs. It’s a fucking miracle.”

			Balling my hands into fists, it took everything I had not to whirl around and punch her. “I’m getting incredibly tired of you stating the obvious without offering any tangible solutions.”

			“I did offer one. It’s hardly my fault you weren’t willing to hear it.”

			“Because it wasn’t a solution, it was certain death. Or at the very least”—I gestured to Cedric—“his death. We can’t waste our time on ‘what ifs,’ Scarlett. We just can’t.”

			“We can’t?” she asked quietly, meeting my gaze. Though there was no challenge in her voice, there was an unmistakable one in her eyes. “Or you can’t?”

			Her words turned my blood to ice for more reasons than one. I studied her closely, searching for any hint of what I clearly must have missed. “When did you stop loving him?”

			Scarlett’s mouth fell open. “When the hell did I say that?”

			“You didn’t have to. Not when you don’t want to be anywhere near him, let alone touch him, you’re more than willing to gamble with his life, and you’re clearly running from something given how hellbent you are on getting out of here. So the question remains: when did you stop loving him?”

			She shook her head before I’d finished speaking, and wetness glistened in her eyes. “It’s not that simple, and it was never a question of love. It’s just that sometimes love alone isn’t enough.”

			“Not enough for what, to keep you here? To care whether he lives or dies?”

			“For Adais’s sake, of course I care!”

			“Do you? Because even if you did manage to find a way out, I’m not fully convinced you’d return.”

			Scarlett’s lips pressed into a thin line, her gaze never leaving mine. “Careful, Elvira. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“I very much do,” I said, my voice low and steady. “It’s more than clear you want out, and Cedric’s incapacitated state is a rather convenient excuse for you to do just that.”

			“That isn’t true!” she hissed, visibly trembling with rage. “And if only you knew…”

			“Knew what?” I pressed when Scarlett’s voice trailed off.

			“Nothing,” she finally said, and in an instant, her emotional display was replaced with a stony façade, one even I knew better than to attempt to penetrate.

			But it didn’t prevent me from having a reaction regardless. My fists tightened as red-hot fury coursed through me, but for once, I didn’t know what to say. How could I when I’d thought this day would never come? I hardly believed in love, and even less in soulmates, but if the latter existed, Cedric and Scarlett were it. I hadn’t witnessed the very birth of their relationship, but I’d seen more than enough of it to be unable to imagine a reality in which they weren’t together. They’d squabbled over the years and had even fought far worse than this more times than I could count. So what was so different about this fight?

			And what was Scarlett not telling me?

			We stared at each other for a few moments before I finally stepped away, shaking my head in defeat. Both my and Cedric’s clocks were ticking—mine because of my rot, his because of his infection—and I didn’t have a moment left to waste arguing in circles or attempting to pry information out of Scarlett she clearly wasn’t going to tell me. “Fine,” I said flatly. “If you won’t help, I’ll go find someone who will.”

			After snatching the incomplete list of flora from Cedric’s desk, I grabbed my jacket and donned it as I headed for the door. I’d anticipated Scarlett to protest and had braced myself to ignore it, but what I didn’t anticipate was her darting in front of the door, barring the only exit.

			“Wait. Does that mean you’ll try, after all?” Something glimmered in her eyes… hope? “You mean to leave, to seek someone outside Neverland?”

			“I seek what’s certain. There are other people inhabiting this forest, and one of them has got to know how to help my brother. The immortal children, perhaps, or maybe even—”

			“The natives?” Scarlett’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “You can’t be serious. If there are even any left, they’ll kill you on sight.”

			So be it, I bit back just in time. “They may be our only hope. Cedric’s only hope. They’ve been here for generations and surely have a remedy for infections or can at least direct me to the plants I’d need to make my own. Now move.”

			Scarlett stood firm even when I shoved her with all my might, which admittedly wasn’t much given my weakened state. “How is this any less foolish than my plan? This is suicide, and you know it.”

			“Maybe, and maybe not. But I have to try, and you cannot stop me.”

			She stared at me for a long while before dipping her head in defeat, exhaling through her teeth. “In that case, I’m coming with—”

			“No!” I practically shouted before casting a glance in Cedric’s direction to make certain I hadn’t woken him. When I was sure I hadn’t, I lowered my voice and said, “He can’t afford to lose us both, and especially not you. You know that. Besides, he needs at least one of us to stand guard and keep bringing him rats.”

			Scarlett looked as though I’d stabbed her. “But you… You can’t…”

			“Can’t what, save my brother’s ass?” I laughed darkly. “It’s not as if I’m not used to it. Been doing it nearly since he took his first breaths.”

			Though she still looked very much like she wanted to argue, Scarlett finally conceded, stepping away from the door just enough for me to yank it open and slip by. Before I closed it, her voice rang out a final time.

			“Be careful, Elvira, and please come back. Cedric needs you.”

			I vehemently disagreed.

			I’d save Cedric, or I would die trying, because there was no doubt in my mind that my brother would survive losing me.

			But I wouldn’t survive losing him.


		

	
		
			II. the swallow

			The rot had spread. 

			Tugging up the sleeve of my tattered shirt, I grimaced at the blackening veins snaking down my right arm. I’d last dared to look around midday, when the decay still hovered above my elbow. It was nearly dusk now, and in that short time, it had both passed that point and reached several inches beyond. If I didn’t kill tonight, no doubt it would reach my fingertips by morning, and once that happened… I didn’t know, honestly, because never before had I allowed it to get this bad, and I’d been cursed well before Cedric had accidentally spread it to all the inhabitants of Neverland. Would the entire limb turn black? Would I still be able to use it? I could barely use it now and had to grit my teeth even to flex my palm. The pain couldn’t get any worse, surely, because the next stage was losing sensation entirely.

			Silver linings, I supposed.

			With a snort, I trudged onward through the dense forest, swatting away gnats and mosquitoes with my good hand as my boots squelched in the mud with every step. The canopy overhead was so thick barely any sunlight filtered through. An unnatural chill hung in the air, as if all the life below had been replaced by death, and given the curse, indeed it had. I’d barely gotten a chance to know Neverland prior to the rot and decay ravaging it, but I still vaguely recalled how it had once been teeming with life. The assortment of creatures this forest inhabited included many I’d never seen before—fairies, sirens, mermaids, and direwolves to name just a few, and I was well aware there had to be dozens more.

			But thanks to my other brother, Jamie, all that was long gone now. In his greed for their dust, he’d hunted the fairies to extinction, his curse had turned the direwolves into what we now called Nightstalkers, and the mermaids and sirens had begun breeding with one another, creating vicious and bloodthirsty monstrosities known as nerisas. The humans of Neverland had fared no better. Peter Pan had lost several of his boys thanks to various members of our crew needing a kill, and as for the natives, no one had glimpsed a single one of them for close to two months now. Whispers that they had either hunted themselves to extinction or we had done it for them had begun to spread, and the pessimistic part of me believed them.

			If even a single one had lived, though, I was more than determined to seek them out. Thanks to Cedric’s idiotic feud with Peter, the boy and his band would be of no use, especially once they learned that my entire goal was to save their mortal enemy, so the natives were my only hope. We knew next to nothing about them, other than they were a highly elusive and adaptable people who had inhabited this land for generations. They may not possess modern weaponry such as guns or cannons, but not only were they incredibly skilled archers and trappers, they knew this land, and they knew it well.

			So they had to know about healing infections. They simply had to. And surely if I kept walking, heading deeper into unknown territory than I’d ever gone before, I’d happen upon one of them sooner or later. And once I did, all I had to do was convince them to spill whatever secrets they knew… and not to kill me.

			I’m so fucked.

			As much as I was loath to admit it, the longer I walked, the more convinced I became that Scarlett was right: this was asinine, far more than her idea of trying to find a way out of Neverland. But what choice did I have, especially when we’d already attempted as much and failed spectacularly every time? Ever since the curse had activated, leaving the forest had been impossible for every pirate who’d tried. It wasn’t that we didn’t know the way out. It was that any time anyone headed in the direction of Afterport, the town that bordered Neverland, the trees kept changing, always guiding you right back to where you started rather than out. And turning to the beaches was no better. Anyone who attempted to swim away had been carried back to shore by a rogue wave if they were lucky, and bashed against the rocks or drowned if they weren’t.

			“I’m so fucked,” I muttered, aloud this time, because the truth of it was that no matter what, Cedric’s chances of survival were slim at best, and nonexistent at worst. I’d die before admitting it, but part of the reason I’d gotten so angry with Scarlett was because she’d seemed so detached over the whole scenario, so far removed from the fact that her lover was wasting away before her very eyes. If Cedric truly was going to die, I desperately wished I could be like Scarlett: guard my heart by locking it far, far away from the hurt that would inevitably wound it beyond repair. But with him especially, I’d never been able to do such a thing. Cedric may be the biggest pain in the ass I’d ever had the misfortune to know, but he was my brother, and I loved him almost more fiercely than I loathed him.

			Almost.

			I continued on for the rest of the day and through most of the night without rest, not stopping even when I did indeed lose all sensation in my right arm as the rot finally overtook it. My left was still mostly intact—for now—my legs had yet to give out, and a Nightstalker had yet to devour me, so perhaps the gods were smiling upon me after all. A bitter laugh escaped my lips. I didn’t bother to stifle it given that I’d long since ceased any attempts to be quiet. After all, I wanted to be found. “And Adais willing, let it be soon.”

			Nearly the same moment the scathing whisper left my lips, a foul stench assaulted my nostrils, vile even for Neverland’s standards. I gagged, raising my good hand over my mouth and nose as I took in what was just ahead. A large pile of corpses lay in a clearing, with most already rotted down to bone. Maggots writhed in the hollows of eye sockets and open mouths, eating away at the remaining flesh and sinew, while a handful of crows squabbled over the best places to sit and feast. The bodies were so decayed that they would have been unidentifiable if not for the antlers, because only one of Neverland’s creatures sported antlers.

			Nightstalkers, then, but that wasn’t what worried me; what did is what had killed them. The beasts were well known to kill their own kind, of course, but this wasn’t a squabble over food, territory, or simply a need to stave off their own curse. This was a massacre, and the only beings capable of slaughtering Nightstalkers on this scale were—

			My head whipped in the direction of where a twig had snapped. It was a miracle I’d even heard it given how dulled my senses were in my weakened state, but the moment I caught sight of an eerie, almost ethereal blue glow was the same moment I realized the sound had been intentional.

			Half shrouded by the trees stood the unmistakable silhouette of a woman. The distance between us, as well as her dark braided hair, hid most of the details of her face, but the sharpness of her gaze was accentuated by the luminescent paint with which she’d marked her cheeks and forehead. Her clothes were simple by contrast—undecorated leathers—and the one adornment she’d allowed herself was the blue swallow’s feather woven into her braids. She carried a bow, and the quiver at her back was well stocked with arrows whose feathers matched the one in her hair, but most curious of all was the fact that she didn’t move a muscle as we stared at one another: Neverlander and pirate, native and intruder, and given our current circumstances, predator and prey.

			What the hell was she waiting for?

			She’d made the sound on purpose—of that, I was certain. I was equally certain she’d been the one to kill all these Nightstalkers. Was this how she’d done it? Made her presence known before taunting the beasts to rush her? But if that were the case, surely the corpses would be littered with arrows, and I hadn’t glimpsed a single one nestled within the pile of bodies.

			So there must be something else. A trap, perhaps, one she hoped to lead me into. But why not shoot me and be done with it? I was more than close enough for her to land a fatal shot if her aim was as decent as I suspected, and if not, surely she was at least capable of wounding me. Was it up to me to make the first move? Would she even react?

			My body moved before my mind could say otherwise and took the smallest of steps forward. I tensed, bracing for the arrow that was surely about to pierce my breast, but when nothing came, I raised my gaze to hers once more. Other than the slightest twitch of her brow, she remained as still and silent as ever. So still I wondered whether she’d still be there if I dared to blink.

			She was.

			Not an illusion, then, but that wasn’t the part I was having a difficult time believing. The longer I remained alive, the more rage began to fester within me. Was she really such an efficient killer that she had no need to take my life to sate her own curse? Or did she find me unworthy of even putting forth the effort to do so? Was I truly no better than a beast, one who would have no doubt rushed to its own death by now?

			There wasn’t time to untangle the complicated reasoning surrounding my current emotions. I didn’t want to die—I had to live, if only to save Cedric—and it was high time I made that clear to this stranger who, for whatever reason, didn’t want to kill me, either… for now.

			Before I lost my nerve, I reached into my pocket, pulling out the list of flora. She didn’t move a muscle as I unfolded it, nor when I held it up for her to see. “Plants,” I explained, managing to raise my rotten arm just enough to point to several bushes and trees scattered around us before gesturing back to the list. “I need to know which plants are good for infections.”

			Her gaze narrowed, but given that she didn’t reach for her bow, I hurriedly continued, “Please. It’s for my brother. He’s very sick and needs help quickly.”

			Dread knotted in my stomach as I spoke, and the urge to scream became nearly overwhelming. Not because I wasn’t being heard, but because only now was it clear just how much my desperation had clouded my judgment. Here I stood, alone, dehydrated, and so weak I could barely stand, pleading with a woman who more than likely couldn’t understand a word I was saying.

			This was hopeless. Cedric was going to die and so was I, either by this woman’s hand or by the rot consuming me completely. Had it finally begun eating away at my damn mind, and that was yet another reason I wasn’t thinking straight? If that was truly the case, I’d sooner end it myself.

			After crumpling the list and shoving it back in my pocket, I drew one of the daggers strapped to my left side. I’d barely raised it before the woman responded, lifting her bow and nocking an arrow in a fluid, graceful motion, and only then did I realize she’d misunderstood my intention. Even at full draw, she held her weapon steady and still, her expression as cold and impassive as before. The corner of her lips twitched, almost as if playing at a smirk… or perhaps a scowl. Had I surprised her? Pissed her off? Good, honestly. Perhaps I didn’t need to end it myself when she looked more than happy to do the honors for me.

			But yet again, nothing came.

			“What the devil are you waiting for?” I shouted this time, allowing the dagger to slip from my grip as I raised my good arm in surrender. Despite the circumstances, I laughed, and the sound of it was as bitter as the taste in my mouth. “I’m right here, and the easiest shot you’ll ever have.”

			I flinched when she spoke, but only because I hadn’t been expecting her to. Her response was low and terse, spoken in a language I didn’t understand, but whatever she’d said didn’t concern me nearly as much as the fact that her eyes had widened.

			Was she trying to warn me? And if so, of what?

			Before I made sense of any of it, several things happened at once.

			Muffled shouts sounded from the trees behind me, but the moment I whirled around to face them, there came a sharp pain in the back of my upper thigh. Reaching down, I yanked out what had pierced through both clothes and skin, rolling it around in my fingers: a small feathered dart, its barbed tip dripping with both luminescent fluid that perfectly matched the woman’s facial paint and now, my own blood. Irritation replaced my confusion; she’d refused to shoot me, but she’d dart me?

			“You… you d-drugged…”

			I didn’t finish my sentence before arms snaked beneath my elbows, keeping me upright even as my knees buckled beneath me. Though I willed my eyes to blink, darkness clouded my vision instead. More screams soon joined the raucous chorus, piercing the inside of my skull as if a thousand tiny darts had been trapped inside, and I didn’t bother to fight as the blackness swallowed me whole.


		

	
		
			III. the captive

			Everything hurt.

			My wrists seared as though they were on fire, my head throbbed at an agonizing, irregular rhythm, and something clawed incessantly at my insides—the rot, no doubt. It took enormous effort to open my eyes, but I groaned and immediately closed them when harsh sunlight assaulted my vision. Daylight, then. But where was I? The vaguest of noises drifted from somewhere nearby, but I was still far too dazed to make anything resembling sense out of it.

			I remained where I was curled up on what felt like dirt, laid completely still, and waited, either for my senses to come back, my memories to catch up, or both. The last thing I remembered was my long, arduous journey, and then coming across the pile of Nightstalker corpses… but then what? And how had I gotten here?

			Color flashed in my mind’s eye, that bright, bioluminescent blue, followed by a face: her face, the woman with the feather in her hair. I’d shown her the list of flora but hadn’t gotten a response, and then she’d darted me, which must have been how—

			The list. Where was it? 

			Pain exploded from somewhere in my chest as I miraculously managed to push myself upright, but my panic overshadowed most of it. Only when I shoved my aching hands into my pockets did I realize my wrists had been bound together in front of me, yet even that was little deterrent as I dug deeper and more furiously, fingers clawing at what soon proved to be just empty fabric. They’d taken it, then—the one thing I might have been able to use to communicate with people who didn’t speak any of the languages I did—and the final hope I had for saving Cedric’s life.

			I felt for my daggers next, and it was far less of a shock to find that those had been taken, too. If my bound wrists weren’t enough of an indication that I was a prisoner, my lack of weapons certainly was, as were the series of wooden stakes surrounding me on all sides. It took a few more moments of staring before I put together that the stakes were a cage, and an effective one at that. When I crawled forward and yanked at the nearest one, it didn’t have the slightest bit of give. There was space between them, yes, but not nearly enough for me to slip through.

			My thoughts raced as fear finally took root in my mind. For myself but mostly for Cedric. Was he safe? Was he alive? Had Scarlett managed to keep herself together in my absence, or had she, too, fallen prey to her fears? It had been nearly two days since I’d left them. Did they believe I’d return? Or had they already given up hoping?

			The list of questions tumbling endlessly through my mind only grew longer as the haze dulling my senses subsided a bit, which proved to be both a blessing and a curse. I could hear better now, and my ears immediately informed me that the sound I’d heard upon waking was in fact human voices, but I could smell better, too, and the putrid filth and decay that assaulted my nostrils nearly made me vomit on the spot. Forcing myself to swallow the bile that had risen in my throat, I turned my gaze to where half a dozen figures stood crowded around one another, arguing in the same language I’d heard the woman who had darted me speak earlier. Though I couldn’t comprehend a word, the subject of their heated discussion was more than clear given the frequent glances and gestures in my direction.

			I should have moved back, or at the very least not have gaped at the captors currently deciding my fate. Hell, I should have been worried about said fate, especially one that would prevent me from returning to Cedric. But all I could do was stare wide-eyed at both them and our surroundings, as mesmerized as I was impressed by all of it. These people, the natives of Neverland, were not only alive, but thriving, at least compared to how we pirates were faring. My prison looked to be near the outskirts of their village, but even through the bars of my cage, I could make out a camp teeming with life. Mothers watched over their children, elders sat around a smokeless fire, and a group of warriors, both men and women alike, were tending to their various weapons—sharpening spear heads, crafting arrows, and re-stringing bows. A few even fiddled with what looked to be intricate, handcrafted traps. Most curious, though, was that all of them, no matter their age or rank, were marked with luminescent paint in some way. While the majority of them didn’t wear it on their face—that seemed to be a distinction reserved solely for the warriors—the rest sported it somewhere on their arms or shoulders. What was its purpose, I wondered, and what made it so important that they all wore it? Was it simply part of their culture, or was there another reason?

			Though my knees screamed in protest, I propped myself up on them to get a closer look, failing to notice the figure who had approached my cage until it was far too late. I flinched and shuffled back when a spear was thrust into the dirt mere inches from where I sat, and not simply because the force of it striking the ground had splattered mud onto my face. A man came into view a moment later, a warrior, judging from the intricate markings on his face and the numerous weapons strapped in various places along his well-muscled body. His lips curled into a sneer as he knelt to my level, and he barked out a laugh that sent chills down my spine as he took in my no doubt animalistic appearance as I huddled, bound and shivering, at the back of my cage.

			Was that what I was to them—an animal they’d hunted for sport? Prey to be slaughtered at the appropriate moment? It made far more sense than I wanted to admit. If the woman who’d found me wasn’t in need of a kill to sate her curse, surely someone else in this village was, or would be soon. And that meant the question wasn’t if they were going to kill me. The question was when.

			It was only when the man spoke that my fear gave way to rage. These people may have drugged, captured, and bound me, but they hadn’t killed me yet, and I sure as fuck didn’t plan on making it easy for them, especially not while Cedric still needed me. So when the man spoke again, louder this time, I surged forward, slamming myself against the bars of the cage before gripping and shaking them, if only to hide my own uncontrollable quivering. A voice whispered in my ear, one that sounded suspiciously like Cedric’s: Show no weakness. Show no fear.

			I didn’t plan to.

			“If you’re going to kill me, you’d best get on with it,” I spat with as much venom as I could muster. My face was mere inches from the warrior’s, and I hope he’d noticed that I’d filed several of my teeth into sharp points. “Because if you let me sit here and fester, I promise you, I will get out of here, and when I do, I won’t hesitate to—”

			I had expected the warrior to react in some way; what I hadn’t expected was for yet another shape to come hurtling toward us. Even the warrior was caught off guard as the newcomer shoved him with so much force he was thrown off balance, and if he hadn’t been able to grab his spear for support, no doubt he’d have crumpled to the unforgiving ground.

			Raising my gaze, I inhaled sharply when I took in the sight of yet another warrior: the woman from the forest. The feather in her hair quivered with her obvious anger as she began yelling at her comrade, waving her arms as she pointed first to me, and then to the general direction of their village. Though I probably should have, I didn’t bother to speculate the specifics of what they might be discussing. Instead, I watched the exchange, mirroring the same mixture of awe and fear the warrior with the spear was no doubt feeling. The woman was much shorter and slimmer in stature than him, but he bowed his head as she spoke and only dared to mumble a curt reply once she’d finished. With a snort and jerk of her chin, she dismissed him, and once the warrior had scrambled away, it left only her and me. My heart began to flutter faster as she eyed me up and down, this time from anticipation rather than fear. Was I finally about to get some answers?

			But she didn’t say a word. She just stared, long and hard, and though a million questions hovered at the tip of my tongue, I found myself unable to do anything but stare right back. Now that she stood out in the open rather than in the shadows of the forest, I got my first real look at her. Physically, she appeared to be right around my age, but given that time worked so differently in Neverland, it was impossible to know how old she actually was. Her eyes were as dark as her hair, and both were illuminated by the blueish-green glow of her luminescent paint. She carried no weapons other than a single dagger sheathed at her left hip, so she must have left her bow and quiver somewhere else. Of all things, though, my gaze kept flicking back to the swallow’s feather hovering just in front of her right ear. The feather itself wasn’t remarkable, but at least so far she was the only native I’d glimpsed wearing one.

			I wasn’t certain how long we gaped at one another, but the moment our eyes locked was the moment she spun on her heel and stalked away. Panic surged in my chest, but there was no time to wonder why I suddenly craved the company of this woman. She’d shielded me from the other warrior, yes, but for all I knew it was simply because she planned on killing me herself the moment she needed one to sate her curse. She had been the one to stumble upon me, so perhaps that meant she, and she alone, was entitled to take my life.

			“Wait,” I rasped through parched and cracked lips, gripping the bars of my cage until my knuckles turned white. “Can you understand me? ¿Puedes entenderme? What’s going to happen to me? ¿Lo que me va a pasar? You can’t just leave me here!”

			I screamed until my throat was raw, alternating between English and Spanish, but not only did my cries fall upon deaf ears, the woman with the feather in her hair didn’t reappear for the rest of the afternoon.

			
***

			


			The rest of the day passed both quickly and agonizingly slowly. Once it became abundantly clear I was going to be ignored, I refocused my energy on simply surviving my pain, which was rapidly becoming as unbearable as it was unsustainable. I’d been bluffing earlier when the warrior had taunted me. I barely possessed the energy to lift my head let alone enact revenge on the people who’d taken me prisoner and kept me from my brother, and unless and until I got a kill, I’d be useless.

			Eventually, the sun dipped below the horizon, casting eerie shadows across the camp. The Natives’ voices dissipated into a hushed silence, as if the world itself was holding its breath, and in a way it was, given what prowled Neverland’s forests after dark. Leaning against the cold bars of my cage as the nighttime chill seeped through my tattered clothing and into my bones, the sudden quiet only amplified my own thoughts. Though my own future was yet to be decided, it was Cedric who occupied my every worry. My imagination twisted, conjuring horrific images of him writhing and screaming in pain, the infection spreading with each passing moment, all while I was powerless to stop it.

			Despite my mental anguish, as the darkness deepened, exhaustion claimed me, and I found myself drifting in and out of sleep. Dreams laced with dread flooded my mind, as did Cedric’s cries, yet given that sleep was the sole reprieve from the pounding ache in my wrists and the rot eating away at any part of me it hadn’t yet touched, I gladly gave in.

			At some point, I jolted awake, heart thudding against my chest. I thought the lingering threads of a nightmare had roused me, but when I turned my head toward the faintest traces of light, I did a double take before nearly leaping out of my skin.

			The woman with the feather sat cross-legged just outside my cage. Paint shimmering against her warm sepia skin was the light I’d glimpsed, and in near darkness, the markings made her look almost otherworldly. She didn’t move or speak even when a groan of pain escaped my lips as I switched positions, so I took the opportunity to scan our immediate surroundings. From the looks of it, we were alone.

			“What are you doing here?” The words left my lips cautiously, barely more than a whisper. She didn’t respond, fixing her dark eyes on me with an unreadable expression as she drew her lips into a thin line. “Why am I here?” I dared to press. “Better yet, why am I still alive?”

			Silence stretched between us, but maddening as it was, it no longer felt entirely useless. With no other method of communication available to us, these stretches of quiet were all we had with which to build some sort of bridge, and for now, at least, it was within my best interests to embrace them.

			I couldn’t let them go on for too long though, because that’s when the nightmares began to creep back in. So I began to ramble, blurting out whatever thoughts came to mind in that same hushed whisper. “Given that you can’t understand a word I’m saying, I may as well admit it. I think you’re quite pretty. Beautiful, even.”

			Unless I’d imagined it, her hardened expression softened ever so slightly, but I’d more readily believe that my addled mind was simply clinging to whatever hope it could.

			“It’s because you stand out, compared to the rest of your people, mostly because of that feather in your hair. Speaking of which—your people, not the feather—do they know you’re out here?” I searched her face intently. “What do they plan to do with me?”

			More silence, but she did lift her chin ever so slightly. An unnerving chill swept through the cage, and I hugged myself tighter, trying in vain to retain some semblance of warmth. “You must have some idea, anything at all. I’m not asking because I’m trying to prevent it. I’m sure you can tell I’m far too weak for that at this point. I just want to know what’s coming, to better prepare for the inevitable.”

			There was no answer save for the wind rustling through the treetops above.

			“Fine,” I snapped, gritting my teeth in frustration. “If you won’t tell me what it is you’re planning, tell me about yourself. What is your name? Why do you wear that feather?” She’d seemed to appreciate my earlier compliment despite not fully understanding it, so with any luck, my sincere curiosity would shine through enough to add to whatever bridge we had begun to build. “It’s pretty, too. Bonita.”

			Something flickered in her eyes. Interest, perhaps? She offered no response though, leaving me to yet again wonder if I had misinterpreted it or was simply seeing things.

			Still, I was oddly enjoying this one-sided conversation; it was nice to talk to someone who wasn’t a pirate about something other than Cedric. “Does the feather mark you as someone of authority? Is that why the other warrior listened to you earlier?”

			My words ricocheted off the walls of her silence, and each unanswered question only added to my mounting frustration. But despite her apparent unwillingness to engage with me, she seemed to be listening intently, taking in my every word. She continued to take in me as well, scanning me up and down as if she intended to memorize every inch of me.

			I bit my lip, shrinking beneath the weight of her gaze as it bore into mine. The longer we sat here, the more charged the air between us felt, and the more invasive—and intimate—each of her looks became. If anyone else had sat here gawking at me like an exhibit on display for even half as long, I wouldn’t have allowed it, much less… enjoyed it.

			Swallowing hard, I blurted out more questions before I could examine that revelation too deeply. “Why did you spare me yesterday? Why am I here instead of my corpse added to that pile of dead Nightstalkers?”

			The intensity of her stare never wavered, but I could have sworn yet another shadow flickered across her face. But like all the others, it disappeared as quickly as it came, and her infuriating silence remained unbroken.

			“Please,” I whispered, shocking even myself with my words. Never in my life had I begged anyone for anything, but my need to know why she’d spared me had grown nearly as desperate as my need to save Cedric’s life. “If you tell me nothing else, tell me why I’m still alive.”

			Her silence stretched on, as heavy and suffocating as the humid Neverland air, and with a groan, I finally sat back. My chest rose and fell in a haggard rhythm, and only now that I’d shifted positions did I realize how difficult it had become to breathe. I’d been saying it for days, but it seemed my body truly meant it now. There wasn’t much time left before this curse and its rot claimed me.

			A dark laugh escaped me; my peripheral vision told me she was still there. “Is this why you haven’t killed me? Just so you can watch me die?”

			The smallest of noises escaped her then, and I whipped my head in her direction just in time to see her avert her gaze, as though she couldn’t bear to acknowledge the truth of my words. But when she turned back to face me, that guarded expression was back once more, leaving me no clues as to what that noise may have been about. And still, she said nothing.

			“Fine,” I spat again, truly angry now. “Have your little show. I hope it’s a good one.”

			Shifting until my back was to her, I curled into myself, more to hide the tears that had begun streaming down my cheeks rather than because I couldn’t stand to look at her anymore, because I very much could. Much as she infuriated and confused me, I meant what I’d said earlier. She was beautiful, perhaps the most beautiful thing in Neverland, and if these truly were my final days, I could have far worse things to look at.

			Sound pulled me from my thoughts—footsteps—but by the time I’d rolled my half-rotten body back over, she was gone.

			Dread constricted my throat, and once again I couldn’t breathe, this time for an entirely different reason. “Wait!” I called after her as loud as I dared, but my cries died in the night air, swallowed by both the silence and the shadows. Even still, I kept pleading for her to come back, as unwilling to be alone as I was to admit that I needed or even wanted her.

			But I silenced abruptly when, from not very far away, a scream rang out. Given that Nightstalker screams sounded unnervingly similar to a human’s, there was no way to tell which of them it might be. I froze as my blood turned to ice, straining to hear any other sounds… but there was nothing. Not even a whisper.

			I was no stranger to the horrors of Neverland. I’d already lost one brother to them, and a second was well on his way. The monsters were bad enough on their own, but time and time again, they proved far less of a threat than the monsters the curse turned each of us into. It made us as desperate as we were bloodthirsty, and as I was currently learning the hard way, there was no escape from any of it.

			Huddling at the back corner of my cage, I clutched the bars for support when the sounds of the forest returned, each faraway roar and snarl taunting as much as it mocked me. Somewhere out there, death was on the hunt. And I feared with every fiber of my being that once it claimed Cedric, its gaze would turn next to me. 


		

	
		
			IV. the rat

			I wished more than anything I was dead.

			If what I’d felt yesterday had been pain, the sensations currently running through what was left of my body were nothing short of torture. It hurt to blink, it hurt to breathe, and my own blood felt like poison—from the looks of it, it was. Blackened veins trickled down my arms and legs, circulating liquid death from my heart to my extremities and back again. The sight rather reminded me of Cedric and his infected wound, and no doubt I was now feeling every bit of what he must have felt, only amplified tenfold.

			I could no longer move, could no longer think unless it was about the pain, but I could and did scream. Sometimes my lips formed words, sometimes they didn’t, but no matter what came out fell upon deaf ears. The natives went about their daily lives, content to pretend I simply wasn’t there, and of course there was no sign of the warrior with the feather. Perhaps it was for the best, given that I no longer knew what it was I wanted. A swift death, yes, but even in this state, there was still part of me convinced that I’d somehow be able to make it out of this mess and save Cedric. All I needed was a single kill, and anything living would do. A rat, a fish, even a damn beetle could be my salvation. But it wouldn’t bring satisfaction, and that was what I craved more than anything—to sate the bloodlust of my mind rather than just my body, and I’d fixated on one target in particular.

			Her.

			Fantasizing about jamming a knife between the feathered woman’s ribs was the only thing that kept me going, especially after several children began kicking my near-lifeless form through the stakes making up my cage. The blows were little more than gentle shoves compared to the agony of the rot, but it was humiliating nonetheless, and despite willing them not to, hot tears began rolling down my cheeks as a single word began repeating endlessly in my mind: pathetic. It was what I’d become, no matter how badly I wanted to deny it.

			Much like ‘weak’ and ‘useless’, I’d run from the term all my life. Anyone who had the misfortune to have any such label assigned to them didn’t last long among Father’s crew or aboard the Queen Anne’s Revenge, and my sex alone meant that fate was far more likely for me than it was for any man. I’d had to train twice as hard, be twice as strong, and infinitely more cunning to even compare to my older brothers, and even then, I couldn’t become complacent for even a second. It would be a lie to say that I didn’t enjoy killing and plundering—I very much did—but even still, it would have been nice to have more of a choice in the direction of my own life.

			I supposed that was why I hated the woman with the feather so much. We may not have exchanged a single word in a language we could both understand, but we didn’t have to, not when it was more than clear she was everything I wasn’t. Her beauty was an insult, her strength a mockery, and it was obvious from the way she carried herself that her worth had never been tied to being better than her brothers, or anyone for that matter. She may have spared me thus far, but all that had done was prolong my torment and suffering, leaving me to wonder if some sadistic part of her enjoyed watching me writhe in agony. It must be true, given that she nor anyone else came to end me once and for all.

			So as the day wore on and my loathing for her festered nearly as much as my rotting body, there was only a single thought capable of bringing me any solace.

			She may have hesitated, but I sure as fuck wouldn’t, and given half the chance, I’d kill her without a shred of remorse.

			
***

			


			At some point, day turned to night… or perhaps my vision was finally going, too. Time dragged by agonizingly slowly, and my strength waned with each passing second. Truthfully, I had no idea how I was still alive. The gods were either pitying or mocking me, and I couldn’t decide which was worse. My anguish was unbearable, with the rot gnawing at both my sanity and remaining flesh alike as my breath came in shallow, ragged gasps that were only growing further apart. I wanted to scream, but my tongue had swelled to the point where the only noises I could make now were muffled whimpers. Not long after that, what little sound my ears could pick up began blending together, and I supposed it was only a matter of time before I went deaf as well.

			This was it. I was going to die right here in the dirt, rotting, alone, splattered in mud and my own tears, and no one was coming to save me. Given how little the natives seemed to care for me or my existence, I envisioned them leaving my corpse right where it was to finish decomposing, for animals to finish stripping all the flesh and sinew from my bones. Was that it—I was to be bait to attract more Nightstalkers? The cage was positioned far enough away from the main camp that it certainly didn’t seem out of the realm of possibility. As if on cue, screams echoed faintly in some faraway part of my psyche, and despite myself, I smiled. The chance was slim, but in my addled state, it was far easier to pretend that the cries were hers.

			And then… a voice, but I couldn’t make out its words. Something pounded against my ribcage that wasn’t the rot, and it took me a moment to register that my heartbeat had accelerated in response to whatever I’d heard. Had the gods come to claim me? Was I about to be freed of this torment?

			More words, but I didn’t bother focusing on them this time, not when my fingertips registered the faintest of sensations. Whatever it was felt cool and smooth against my festering skin. I gripped it with strength that wasn’t my own before raising my wrists the slightest bit, slammed them down and then suddenly… relief.

			It began slowly at first. Warmth washed over me, wrapping me in a comforting yet familiar embrace before settling deep in my core. As the rot began to recede, drawing back from my limbs like a retreating tide, strength flowed in its place, both filling the void it left behind and purging out the pain. I could hear, I could feel, and I could move. My tongue, now back to normal size, darted out to lick my cracked and parched lips, while my fingers and toes twitched of their own accord, eager to get healthy blood flowing into them again. Though it would take time for my body to completely mend itself, especially given my depleted state, in every way, I felt new and whole. But if that were really true, and I wasn’t dead, I must have killed, and definitely hadn’t done it on my own. And that meant—

			My eyes flashed open, and there she was, pressed against the stakes that made up my prison and closer than she’d ever been. Her lips parted as she watched me push myself into a sitting position, and when she let out the tiniest of sighs, her exhale struck my face. She was still wearing war paint, but had redone it since I’d seen her last. Instead of the pattern I’d become accustomed to, she’d drawn two simple lines which began at her forehead and trailed over each eye before finishing at her chin. The light emitting from the paint wasn’t unbearably bright under normal circumstances, but given both the sensitivity of my recovering vision and her proximity, it forced me to squint a little.

			I’d have kept studying her if a weight hadn’t lifted from my still bound hands, and glancing down, I realized she’d been holding them. The cool wooden thing I’d gripped had been the hilt of the dagger now back in her possession, and when she pulled her arms away, leaving a clear view of what was underneath, it was my turn to gasp.

			Lying lifeless in the dirt was a mangy rat. More blood than I’d have thought possible for its tiny body to possess flowed from the wound in its side and onto the ground below, and a lump formed in my throat. Not at the gruesome sight—at what it meant.

			She’d saved me.

			A mixture of confusion, relief, and something else flooded through me, but when I turned back to her for answers, she raised a finger to her lips before shaking her head in a clear warning. “No sound,” she whispered, and I nodded a split second before registering what had just happened.

			Not only had she spoken—she’d spoken to me in English.

			Another gasp escaped my lips, both producing an audible squeak and prompting her to scowl. She covered my mouth this time, clamping her fingers firmly over my lips before leaning in until her forehead rested against the stakes that made up my cage.

			“I said, be quiet. Blink to tell me you understand.”

			Irritation flared to life within me, and I didn’t immediately obey. Was it not obvious that comprehension wasn’t the issue? I was far more concerned over the fact that she spoke English. And rather than seize any of the multiple opportunities she’d had to speak to me over the past several days, she’d instead allowed me to believe in a nonexistent language barrier.

			She’d allowed me to call her pretty.

			I blinked quickly, more to conceal the sudden heat rushing to my cheeks than to appease her, and averted my gaze the moment she released me. Never in my life had I felt such raw embarrassment, and yet again I found myself wanting to die—this time for an entirely different reason. Gods, why had I confessed that of all things, and why hadn’t I said it in Spanish? For all I knew though, she could secretly speak that language, too, and at this point, such a thing wouldn’t surprise me in the least. What else could this woman be hiding, and what were her reasons for hiding it?

			“I need to go and get a few things, but I’ll be right back.” Her voice was low and rough, and her accent sent shivers down my spine, but not because of fear. “And if you make a sound, don’t think I won’t shoot you.”

			Apparently threats were attractive, too, because saliva began pooling in my mouth. But I forced myself to nod again, and she slipped into the darkness without another word. For a moment, I remained frozen in place, my skin still tingling in all the places she’d touched me. I did my best to focus on the relief that spread through my body as the rot continued to recede, but as the seconds turned to minutes, that became nearly impossible. My thoughts were consumed by her warm exhales ghosting across my skin, and the unexpected kindness she’d shown me after spending days convinced that this was to be my end.

			I glanced at the rat once more before trailing a finger through its bloodied fur, checking whether or not it was real. Warm slickness immediately coated my skin, and though I couldn’t make out the color of it in the darkness, it was easy enough to imagine the liquid was crimson. Real, then.

			But why?

			She had just as many reasons to hate me as I did her. It was impossible to tell which of us had killed more of the other—the pirates or the natives—but even if they had, we were invaders of their territory, and had no claim over this forest or its resources. What’s more, we’d unleashed the curse, not them, yet they had been just as affected as we were. Perhaps more.

			So what the hell was she playing at? If she possessed any sense, any survival instincts at all, she’d have killed me on sight. And judging from her threat, which I very much believed, she hadn’t yet ruled out that possibility. So why drag it out? Why reveal that she spoke my language? Why do whatever it was she was planning to do?

			Through the gaps in the wooden stakes, I caught a glimpse of her lithe form, illuminated by the faint glow of luminescent plants scattered throughout the village. She moved with purpose, with both her steps and actions clearly chosen carefully, presumably so she didn’t wake anyone else. It was a while before I realized I’d been staring openmouthed, and I quickly shut it, disgusted with myself.

			You hate her. Look what she put you through. Remember that she’s keeping you from Cedric.

			But the longer I kept watching her, my gaze trailing her every move, the farther my brother and his plight drifted from my mind.

			It was a few minutes before she returned, emerging from the darkness in that silent way of hers. If the shadows hadn’t reacted to her presence, I may have once again wondered if she were even real. I didn’t believe in things such as spirits or ghosts, but the faint glow of her paint made her look so otherworldly that it may have been enough to convince me on the spot. Oblivious to all that was running through my mind, she set to work quickly, kneeling before the cage before glancing around to make certain we were alone.

			Only then did I bother to glance at what she clutched in her arms: rags that appeared to have been soaked in water, a separate wrapped bundle whose contents I couldn’t make out, and a small bucket. She set down everything but the rags before beckoning me closer with a crook of her finger, but I refused to move other than to raise an eyebrow.

			“No more silence or hand gestures. If you can talk, talk.”

			She returned my glare. “I hate English.”

			“¿Hablas español?” I asked, but given the confusion on her face, the answer to that was no. “I wish I spoke your language, but given that I don’t, it seems English is our only option.”

			“Or you could just do what I say and don’t ask questions.”

			“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” I shot back before I could help myself. “If you think that’s the type of person I am, you don’t know me very well.”

			“On the contrary, Elvira Teach”—the way she said my name turned my blood to ice—”I know exactly who you are. And so does everyone else in this village.”

			My mind raced as it worked to catch up, because while this was a possibility I’d never considered, it made perfect, sickening sense. Of course she knew who I was, because the natives must have been watching us for much longer than we’d realized. And if she knew who I was, that meant…

			“You know my brother,” I forced out, more a statement than a question, but she nodded all the same as her lips twisted into a snarl.

			“Cedric Teach,” she spat, and I lunged forward, slamming against and gripping the stakes so hard my knuckles turned white. She didn’t flinch.

			“If you think for one second that I’d ever betray him, you’re better off just killing me now.” I locked my gaze with hers, desperately trying to ignore her breaths caressing my skin. “Our bond goes far deeper than the blood we share.”

			She regarded me coolly, setting her jaw into a hard line. “We know, Serpent.”

			That caught me off guard. “Then… what do you want with me?”

			Silence stretched between us, but she finally replied, “To keep you away from him.”

			Understanding dawned on me then. “So he…” my voice trailed off, and I couldn’t complete my sentence.

			So he dies.

			She fell silent once again, though why she was unwilling to at least confirm it, I didn’t know. I didn’t move away from the stakes, but I hung my head slightly, causing my hair to fall over my face. Good. I didn’t need her to see my weakness, couldn’t allow her to know how much I truly cared for my brother, that I couldn’t envision what my world might look like without Cedric in it. I still didn’t know why she’d kept me alive—that was the only way to know for certain I’d never return to him—but I no longer cared. I had the answers I needed, and it was more than enough fuel to keep loathing her with every ounce of strength I still possessed.

			My body apparently had other ideas, because I was caught off guard a second time when she reached out to cover my hands with hers. An involuntary shudder ran through me, and despite wanting to with every fiber of my being, I didn’t pull away. “Look at me,” she commanded, and I did.

			“I have rags for you to clean yourself. Food”—she nodded toward the bundle—”and water. But don’t overindulge, because the others can’t know I helped you. It will be easy enough to lie and say the rat wandered in here on its own, but beyond that, you can’t look too healthy. Understood?”

			“Why?” The word tumbled out before I could stop it. “Why are you doing this?”

			Her face hardened, and she withdrew her hands. “Do you want my help?”

			No. The part of me that still wanted to kill her nearly blurted it out, but I bit my tongue just in time, nodding weakly instead.

			“Then eat, Elvira.”

			She passed me the bundle, but I pushed it away, shaking my head and pointing toward the bucket instead. “Water first.”

			It was difficult to grip it properly given how my hands were bound, but the moment I managed to balance the bucket’s weight, I began guzzling down the water as fast as I could without choking. The cool liquid felt like a medicine in itself, soothing both my parched throat as it went down while providing much-needed clarity to my still sluggish mind. With each swallow, I felt far more like myself, and by the time I finished, I’d drained more than half the bucket’s contents.

			I wasn’t surprised that she sat there and watched me in what was now a familiar routine between us. Though that guarded expression was back when she took the bucket from me, I didn’t miss that glimmer of interest she tried so hard to hide as she offered the bundle once again. “Eat.”

			Now that my thirst had been quenched, the ravenous hunger gnawing at my belly immediately sprang to the surface. I tore into the wrappings and shoved its contents into my mouth without even bothering to look at what I was eating. A strange flavor flooded my mouth, but not a bad one, and the texture told me it was some sort of meat. Though it was a bit dry, I was far too hungry to care, and once it was gone, I was almost tempted to ask for more.

			Before I could utter a word, though, she shoved the wet rags into my hands. “To get clean,” she explained when I cocked a brow in confusion. “But not too much, or they’ll notice. Just to be more…”

			“Comfortable?” I guessed when her voice trailed off. 

			It was difficult to tell in such dim light, but I could have sworn a blush crept to her cheeks. “Yes. Comfortable.”

			She kept staring as I got to work, her gaze intense and unwavering, as if trying to discern something in my expression or read my thoughts. I ignored her, too focused on cleaning off the dirt and grime that had been caked onto my skin for days now. Though I couldn’t wash it all away, even being able to do what little she allowed brought a fresh wave of relief, and my body relaxed beneath my own touch.

			There was a rather stubborn spot on my face, though, near my forehead, and it was bothering me given that there was hair stuck to it. I scrubbed and scrubbed, but to no avail. Not only was the angle awkward, lacking full range of motion in my hands on top of it made what I was trying to do nearly impossible.

			I froze when once again, her fingers curled around mine. “Let me,” she whispered, almost imperceptibly soft, and I didn’t protest or fight when she took the rag. It was as if she had me in a trance, and I remained still as she resumed. Unlike the way I’d furiously, borderline violently rubbed at the spot, her approach was the complete opposite. She simply held the cloth there and still while we sat seemingly suspended in time. Her dark eyes were locked onto mine, as unreadable as ever, yet something within them made my heart flutter faster. The warmth from her fingers spread across my cheek, and before I knew what I was doing or why, I leaned into her touch.

			Conflicting urges began warring within me, and there was no way to tell which was stronger. On one hand, she was the reason I was a captive and being kept away from Cedric. She could be the reason he died. She’d drugged me, bound me, and let me suffer in agonizing, indescribable pain for nearly two days before doing anything about it. I wanted to kill her for what she’d done. I hated her.

			But another part of me—a part that only grew stronger with each passing second—desperately wanted to kiss her.

			Time slowed nearly to a halt, especially when she brought her free hand to my chin, grasping it with more force than I expected. My mouth parted in shock, and the next thing I knew…

			Nothing. I knew nothing, because surely we’d slipped into a dream. There was no other explanation for how her lips had found their way to mine, or mine to hers—I couldn’t be certain. But dream or not, she wasn’t simply kissing me back. She was drinking me in, devouring me in ways no one ever had before, and more surprisingly, I was letting her. I surrendered both to her touch and tongue, moaning into her mouth as she explored every inch of mine.

			Almost as quickly as it began, the kiss was suddenly over. She pulled away and scrambled upright clumsily, nearly losing her balance as she frantically worked to gather up any and all evidence that she’d ever been here. I blinked in bewilderment, but there was no denying what we’d just done. Not when the taste of her still lingered on my lips.

			“W-wait,” I stammered, only remembering to keep my voice down at the last moment. “I don’t even know your name.”

			She hesitated for the briefest of moments, but refused to even meet my gaze as something heavy and unspoken hovered in the air between us. Stepping back, her lithe form was silhouetted against the faint glow of the moonlight filtering through the trees above. The swallow’s feather in her hair shimmered with an ethereal light, casting a halo around her face as she lingered, and for a moment, it seemed possible she might stay.

			But without a sound, she turned and slipped into the darkness, leaving me alone once more with my tumultuous thoughts. The memory of her touch still burned upon my skin, as did the feel of her against my lips. As I watched her go, an uncomfortable weight settled deep in my chest—pain that had nothing to do with the rot that still lingered within me, and everything to do with the woman who had saved my life.

			Who had kissed me.

			I sat back, forcing myself to swallow the lump in my throat. Now that she was gone, the sounds of the forest echoed around me on all sides, including several Nightstalker screams. Cold stabbed at my skin, only intensified by the wet rags I’d run over myself mere moments before, and I shuddered in the blackness. But before the chill could fully consume me, a voice no louder than a whisper sliced through, cleaner than any knife.

			“My name is Blue Feather.”


		

	
		
			V. the fight

			I couldn’t sleep, even as the hours trickled by. The only reason I’d been able to previously was because of how weak I’d been and how exhausted fighting the curse had left me, but now that I was healed, my thoughts were as loud as they were relentless. They drifted back to Cedric and even Scarlett, to the events of the past several days, and of course to my plight and how I might get out of it.

			Mostly, though, they were fixated on her.

			I still wasn’t entirely used to her name, elegant as it was: Blue Feather. It had to be a translation from her native tongue to English, or perhaps she didn’t yet trust me with her true name, and had given a false one. It didn’t bother me, though. It was something to call her, something to caress with my tongue as I wished I’d done with her lips, something to—

			“No,” I hissed aloud, forcing my eyes open in an effort to snap myself out of the irritatingly alluring mental image my mind had conjured. “You want to kill her, remember? And you will kill her as soon as you get out of this.”

			There was quite a lot I wanted to do to her, apparently, but I forced myself to focus on the more violent bits. Choking the life out of her, holding a knife to that slender throat, forcing her to her knees before slicing said throat… but that would be a waste, wouldn’t it? I could think of far better uses for a girl on her knees.

			What the fuck is wrong with you, Elvira?

			If I was being honest, it was little wonder the lines were becoming so blurred with her. Fighting and fucking had never felt much different, and it wasn’t like I hadn’t mixed pleasure and duty before. But this was different—Cedric’s life was on the line, and he didn’t have time for me to give in to such raw desires, no matter how much I wanted to. Clenching my teeth, I dug my fingernails into my palms in an attempt to clear my thoughts. Blue Feather may have healed me, but I didn’t believe for one second I was any safer now than I was prior to the rat. I had to keep my wits about me. I had to focus.

			I had to fight.

			Fueled by a surge of determination, I sat up and glanced around. I needed out of this damn cage, but first, I had to free my hands. Though they still held firm, the rope bindings around my wrists had become saturated with whatever liquid had started leaking from my pores during the worst of the rot. Disgusting, yes, but hopefully it had weakened the fibers, and if I could loosen them enough, perhaps I could free myself. It was the best and only hope I had, considering there wasn’t anything sharp anywhere within my reach. Taking a deep breath, I rubbed my hands together as hard as I could in an effort to create some friction. My own labored breathing as well as more Nightstalker screams pounded relentlessly in my ears as I worked, and angry red welts began appearing on the outer edges of my poor wrists, but eventually, the rope started to give way.

			My grin of triumph quickly vanished as my senses screamed a warning. I snapped my head up once again, not at noise, but at… silence. Eerie, sudden silence, the type you couldn’t trust in Neverland. The shrieks had gone quiet all at once, leaving in their place an oppressive stillness that hung in the air like a thick fog. Shivers shot down my spine as my body reacted to what my mind already knew, but was unwilling to believe until I glimpsed it with my own eyes.

			When I swiveled my head, there they were: Nightstalkers, dozens of them, creeping through the shadows like the pack of hungry wolves they’d once been prior to their monstrous transformation, their yellow eyes shining with an unnerving glow. They surrounded the camp on all sides in what appeared to be an organized formation, and were rapidly closing in.

			My heart began beating against my ribcage as panic took hold. It was just before dawn, but as far as I could tell, the camp remained asleep and completely unaware of the danger they were in. Where were the guards? Surely these people had traps or other defenses—they wouldn’t have survived this long otherwise—so why weren’t any of them activating? Was I truly the only one seeing this, the only one who could warn them?

			It wasn’t a question of whether I should, because my personal feelings aside, no one deserved to get ripped apart by Nightstalkers. It was a question of how, because not only was I still trapped in this cage, I was completely defenseless. I couldn’t run, couldn’t hide, and I could barely move given that my hands remained bound. I could scream, but not only was that likely to get me killed, I didn’t know how many, if any, of the natives would hear me at this distance.

			My time to think came to a shattering halt when one of the beasts set its sights on me. Breaking away from the main group, a Nightstalker made its way toward me, baring its fangs even as maggots writhed between its teeth. Instinct had me scrambling to the back of my cage, and my mind was made up in an instant.

			I shrieked at the top of my lungs.

			Almost instantly, human shouts answered my call, but there wasn’t time to be relieved that someone had heard me—not when a second Nightstalker came barreling in my direction as fast as its rotting legs could carry it. Resigning to my helplessness, I squeezed my eyes shut and braced for the inevitable impact of antlers striking the cage, me, or both… but it never came. When animalistic snarls broke out from somewhere in front of me, I dared a peek, and it took a moment to piece together the writhing bodies rolling around in the mud. It seemed the two Nightstalkers who had spotted me were now fighting over who got to claim me as their prize, but at least for now, I was safe.

			Sitting up a little straighter, I turned my sights to the village, stifling yet another cry. The first wave of Nightstalkers had already invaded the camp, and it was chaos. Though several warriors were bravely and successfully facing off with a few of the beasts, there weren’t nearly enough of them to make up for the sheer number of monsters now ravaging their home. The Nightstalkers tore through the village with more violence than a pack of hogs, ripping open huts and overturning baskets of food and supplies. It soon became obvious why there were so few people present; the warriors were the only ones who remained. Though unclear where the rest of the villagers had gone, I hoped more than anything they were safe—but there was one warrior I had yet to glimpse.

			I scanned the village twice over, but there was no sign of Blue Feather. Perhaps she was guarding the children and elders, but my gut knew better; there was no way she wouldn’t be out here, slaughtering Nightstalkers and actively defending her home. Then where in Adais’s name was she?

			Unable to hold it in any longer, I screamed her name just as the first rays of sunrise began peeking through the gaps in the trees. I’d attract the attention of more Nightstalkers, no doubt, but I didn’t care. I wanted to know she was alive.

			I needed to know she was alive.

			No sooner had I opened my mouth to cry out again, something dark and furry slammed against my cage with so much force it was a wonder that, save for several audible cracks, the stakes held firm. I shied back, eyes wide with panic as the dazed Nighstalker came to its senses. My mind scrambled to form a plan in the precious few seconds I possessed, but came up with nothing; I had nowhere to go and no way to defend myself. As if it could sense my fear, the Nighstalker sprang up a moment later and lunged at the cage, antlers first, and I shrieked as the impact rattled my bones.

			The beast struck again and again, with each hit causing the wood to creak and groan under its weight until finally, one of the stakes gave out with an ear splitting snap. I only barely managed to dart out away as the stake fell forward, trapping me in an even smaller space, and now the beast had direct access to gore me, rip me to shreds, or both.

			I turned away, flinching at the Nightstalker’s snarl. But before I’d so much as closed my eyes, a cry sounded from close by: a human cry.

			Her cry.

			The noise soon mingled with the Nightstalker’s as it bellowed a deafening roar, and when it whirled around, there was an arrow buried deep in its flank. Two more found their mark before Blue Feather reached us, but the beast wasn’t slowed; if anything, she had only enraged it. Tossing her bow aside, she drew a dagger in each hand as the Nightstalker charged, but she was more than ready. Ducking beneath its antlers in what was clearly a practiced maneuver, she sliced both blades along its underside as it continued to charge forward, and didn’t stop even as blood splattered across her face. The beast roared in agony as she slipped from beneath it, and a moment later, its insides came tumbling out, spilling into the mud as it collapsed in a twitching heap.

			It was only when Blue Feather turned to me that I realized I’d been staring openmouthed, but I didn’t bother to shut it. I couldn’t. I’d never doubted her capabilities as a warrior, but seeing her in action was another thing entirely—seeing her covered in blood was another thing entirely. The crimson intermingled with her war paint, the colors contrasting yet complementing one another at the same time. She’d tied her hair back for battle, but that swallow’s feather remained, dangling just in front of her right ear like always.

			“Elvira,” she barked sharply, and I could tell by her tone it wasn’t the first time she’d said my name. Blinking, I met her gaze, prompting her to continue. “Are you all right?”

			I nodded, and she grunted in response before sheathing one of the daggers back at her thigh. Once she’d retrieved her bow, Blue Feather set her sights on what was left of my cage, carefully removing the broken stake before reaching inside and extending a hand to me. “Be careful. These edges are sharp.”

			Touching any part of her seemed like a mistake, but it wasn’t as if I had any other choice. I gripped her hand with both of mine, trying desperately to ignore the tingles erupting from where our skin made contact as she pulled me from the cage. A sigh escaped my lips when I stepped outside, at last free of my prison of more than two days, but I couldn’t have celebrated even if I wanted to. The village remained under attack, and though it was difficult to tell, it appeared the natives might be losing.

			What’s more, there remained the question of what Blue Feather intended to do with me. Was she about to drag me off to yet another prison? Tie me up somewhere else? Finally kill me, just as she’d threatened on more than one occasion?

			I tensed when she yanked me close—so close that we were pressed up against one another—but before I could protest, in one fluid motion, she sliced away my bindings. As the ropes fell away and into the dirt, I made a noise that was somewhere between surprise and relief as I rubbed my aching wrists, careful to avoid the welts.

			Something flashed across Blue Feather’s face, but it was gone a moment later. We remained in closer proximity than we’d ever been, our forms pressed tightly to one another as an increasingly bloody fight raged on around us, and though I wanted badly to speak, the countless questions I wanted to voice turned to ash in my mouth.

			Why did you free me? Does that mean I can return to Cedric? What will happen to you if I go—will you be all right? Why do I care?

			Do you know that I care?

			Blue Feather spoke first, her tone hoarse and strained. “Elvira, I—”

			“Look out!”

			I shoved against her chest with enough force to knock her to the ground, but it had the desired effect. The Nightstalker I’d only noticed in the last handful of seconds raked its claws across empty air rather than where Blue Feather had just stood. It was a moment before the beast pieced together that it had missed, but Blue Feather recovered faster. Yelling my name once more, she tossed me her dagger the moment she had my attention—thank Adais I caught it by the handle—before whipping out the second she’d previously sheathed at her thigh.

			Without another word, we charged the beast, with Blue Feather closing in on the left while I went right. Our fighting styles were very different, but complemented one another well enough that the Nightstalker couldn’t decide which one of us was the bigger threat. While Blue Feather kept her body low to the ground, seemingly prepared to repeat her earlier trick, I remained upright, looking the ugly thing right in its beady little eye as I lunged. The creature snarled, snapping at both of us, but that was its mistake. Blue Feather drew first blood, managing to inflict a nasty slice across its flank, but I was the one to finish it. With a roar of my own, I plunged my dagger into the beast’s neck, twisting for good measure even as it made a weak attempt to bite my upper arm. As I yanked the blade from its flesh, Blue Feather came to stand beside me, panting as hard as I was. We watched the Nightstalker slump to the ground, and didn’t look away until it stopped twitching for good.

			Blue Feather was about to speak, but got cut off once again when a yell sounded from behind us. She sprinted off without hesitation, and though it briefly crossed my mind to run in the opposite direction and escape this place for good, I couldn’t just leave her—not like this. So with gritted teeth, I followed close on Blue Feather’s heels, prepared for more Nightstalkers to leap out at any moment.

			She led us deep into the village, navigating through the maze of Nightstalker corpses that littered the ground with unnerving precision. So many of the beasts had fallen, but many still remained, and the warriors left standing seemed barely able to do so. Blood seeped into the dirt, forming dozens of tiny crimson rivers that crisscrossed and even formed entire puddles. More than once, I stepped in one, and hissed in irritation as it splattered up my front. I’d just cleaned myself.

			After dodging several more warriors and the Nightstalkers they battled, we at last reached our destination: the male warrior who’d taunted me on my very first day here had one of his legs trapped beneath a dead Nightstalker. His already wide gaze widened even more upon glimpsing me, but he quickly fixated on Blue Feather, and they exchanged a few words in their language. He wanted us to help him, but how the hell we’d manage that, I had no idea. Even the smallest Nightstalkers weighed the same as half a dozen men.

			This one wasn’t small.

			“We can’t,” I hissed to Blue Feather, for once hoping her friend didn’t speak English. “And even if we could, there’s no way that leg is salvageable.”

			She whirled around and spoke with so much venom that I took a step back. “Who said anything about ‘we?’ None of this is your fight, or your problem. Get the fuck out of here while you still have a chance. GO!”

			Blue Feather’s words did the opposite, with shock rooting me in place as I watched her try in vain to free the trapped warrior. Was that what she truly wanted—for me to leave? And why was she angry that I hadn’t? She’d been perfectly happy to fight by my side mere minutes ago, and had seen the truth as clearly as I had. No matter how much we didn’t want to admit it, for right now, we were far better off remaining together. If I ran off, I had about as good a chance of making my escape as I did being eaten alive by a Nightstalker.

			Maybe that’s it. She’s too much of a coward to kill you herself, so she’s hoping the forest will do it for her.

			That made up my mind, and after snarling something along the lines of “I’m not fucking leaving,” I knelt at Blue Feather’s side. We worked together, our combined strength and determination managing to shift the dead Nightstalker little by little. It was no easy task. The beast was far larger than the ones we had killed earlier, and we were in far more danger here than we’d been in the outskirts of the village. The battle raged around us, the warrior’s breath came in shorter and shorter gasps, and I was nearly convinced we’d never manage to free him, but at last, we shifted the corpse enough to where he was able to wiggle free.

			The leg was mangled, likely beyond repair. But I didn’t say a word as I helped Blue Feather drag him to the safety of a nearby hut, and he even flashed me a weak smile before we retreated, grunting a few words.

			“He says thank you,” Blue Feather translated quietly. Judging from her tone, I suspected he wasn’t the only one who was grateful, but I didn’t voice the thought aloud. We lingered in the doorway, and though Blue Feather didn’t say anything else, the question in her eyes was loud and clear: Will you stay, or will you go?

			I didn’t answer with words, and charged back into the fray with a fierce battle cry. Blue Feather followed close behind, and together, we helped drive off the remaining Nightstalkers. The village may be in shambles, but victory was imminent if only we could hold them off for just a little longer. Time seemed to blur as we fought, our bodies drenched in sweat and blood—some of it our own, but mostly that of the Nightstalkers. I hacked and slashed, channeling all my rage and frustration into my blade as it sliced through sinew and bone alike. Blue Feather was never far from my side, and we settled into a frenzied rhythm, watching one another’s backs as we worked as a team.

			As… partners.

			The realization only fueled my anger, and I fought harder, determined to shove away the conflicting emotions that threatened to overwhelm me. My body ached from exhaustion, yet I refused to stop or slow, both to keep from facing what I didn’t want to acknowledge and because I didn’t want Blue Feather to think me weak. Before long, we had the beasts on the run, and she remained close as we tailed their fleeing shapes well past the village’s borders. The chase was exhilarating, but when we finally lost sight of them, my dread returned the instant we slowed to a halt.

			Not only were we alone once more, our current setting was more beautiful than it had any right to be. We stood in a small, intimate clearing, surrounded on all sides by vegetation so thick it would be nearly impossible for anything, even a Nightstalker, to slip through unnoticed. A few paces ahead, a stream babbled, but that wasn’t where my gaze was drawn. The clearing’s main feature were the hundreds of blue flowers growing anywhere and everywhere, with each plant emitting a faint but steady luminescent glow.

			Blue Feather whispered something I didn’t catch, but repeated herself when I turned to face her. “Nizhano,” she said, gesturing to the flowers. “It’s what we call them. They’re sacred.”

			“And you use them to make your paint?” The question slipped out before I could stop it, but she only nodded before doubling over to catch her breath.

			As tempted as I was to do the same given the burning in my own chest, I didn’t want to take my eyes off her even for a second. We may have just fought as allies, but not only had Blue Feather proven herself a force to be reckoned with, she still looked every bit the lethal predator my instincts screamed at me to fear. So much blood coated her face and body that her war paint was barely visible—even her feather hadn’t been spared—and her clothes were torn and ruined. She’d kept a tight hold on her dagger, and though her bow remained slung over her back, no doubt she’d be ready to fire it at a moment’s notice.

			A heavy silence enveloped us when Blue Feather looked up, seemingly as she, too, remembered what we were to each other. Her gaze flicked to my bloodied dagger and back again, asking yet another question without words: Now that the battle is over, what do you intend to do with that?

			Before I could conjure an answer, she took a few steps forward, slowly closing the distance between us. Chills shot down my spine, but I could no longer tell if they were from exhilaration or fear; it all felt the same with her. Did she scare me so much that I somehow found it attractive? Or was she so attractive that it was scaring me?

			Was there even a difference?

			Blue Feather halted within arm’s reach, but didn’t move or say anything. Even if she had, I wouldn’t have heard it over the blood roaring in my ears. Another rush of adrenaline coursed through me as our eyes met, and it became impossible to hide my quivering, undoubtedly from anticipation. Was she about to kiss or stab me? It could be either, especially given that she hadn’t dropped her knife.

			I flinched when she raised a hand—but not the one with the blade. She froze for the briefest of moments, but cupped my face when I didn’t move away or protest, tracing her thumb across my bottom lip. “Are you all right?”

			Finding words was difficult with her this close—with her touching me—but somehow I managed it. “Y-yes. Fine.”

			Blue Feather tightened her grip, keeping me rooted in place in more ways than one. “You’re certain?”

			I nodded this time, not trusting myself to speak, but she didn’t like that. Digging her fingernails into my skin, she yanked me close, ignoring my yelp of surprise. “Use your words, Elvira.”

			That awakened something within me, but perhaps not what she’d intended to provoke. Swallowing back my snarl, I instead tightened my grip on my dagger, barely managing to keep my voice even as I spoke. “Careful. I’m not exactly the obedient type.”

			“Was that a threat?” Blue Feather’s voice went deadly quiet, and while I didn’t look down, there was suddenly something sharp against my throat.

			“No,” I said simply. “But this is.”

			Then I lunged.


		

	

			VI. the clearing

			I expected far more resistance when I slammed into Blue Feather’s front. Instead, gravity caught us both off guard, and we went careening to the ground in a tangled heap of limbs and blades. Blue Feather took the worst of it, having landed on her back with the wind knocked from her. I recovered faster, but only just. She rolled to the side at precisely the right time, and my dagger plunged into dirt rather than where her heart had been a moment before.

			“Fuck,” I hissed, but then cried out as Blue Feather’s knee plunged into my groin hard enough to cause my vision to go dark for a split second. She slipped from under me, and I only had enough time to yank my blade free before leaping upright to face her once more.

			Her breath came in strained huffs as she eyed me, and all that cool indifference vanished. It wasn’t shock or even anger written all over her face; Blue Feather looked downright murderous, and when she spoke, there was an edge to her voice that I hadn’t heard before. “You’ve been waiting a long time to do that.”

			It wasn’t a question, but I nodded anyway. “Been fantasizing about it for days, little swallow.”

			“I’m far from little,” Blue Feather snapped.

			“You’re littler than me.” As we spoke, we circled one another, weapons held down at our sides—for now.

			She narrowed her gaze, clearly thinking hard about her reply. “And you’re good at getting a rise out of people, which is why you tacked on that last bit… but the first is far more interesting. What else have you been fantasizing about, Serpent?”

			The emphasis on my nickname sent chills up my spine, but I lifted my chin and spoke through gritted teeth. “The way you’ll beg for your pathetic life before I end it.”

			I wasn’t prepared for the sudden shift in Blue Feather’s tone and demeanor. She raised an eyebrow, and her voice was low… borderline sultry. “If I ever beg you for anything, I assure you, it won’t be for my life.”

			Oh, fuck.

			The mental image her words conjured was almost too much to bear, and it wasn’t easy to suppress my traitorous body’s shudder. Even now, she saw right through me and my façade, through the conflicting emotions I had yet to gain full control over. I wanted to kill her—that much was clear.

			But perhaps even more, I simply wanted her.

			Having kept a close eye on my every move, Blue Feather didn’t miss when my gaze shot to her lips. It was the briefest of glances, and I caught myself right away, but she smirked regardless. “Fantasizing about the kiss, too? If you’d like another, all you have to do is ask.”

			With another snarl, I lunged again, but this time, she was ready.

			A flash of silver was my only warning. Blue Feather stood her ground but twisted her body to the side. Her blade came up in one swift motion, and when I slipped past her, she managed to slash me across the upper arm, ripping through the fabric of my shirt and drawing blood. I cried out but immediately bit my tongue; it stung, but I’d had far worse.

			When I whirled back around, Blue Feather was back in a defensive stance but didn’t look nearly as smug as I expected. It pissed me off even more. “Oh, now you’re tired of taunting me?”

			“Of course I’m tired, and I know you are, too.” She shook her head, sighing until her shoulders sagged. “I’m hungry, I’m exhausted, and I don’t want to fight, especially not with you. I don’t want to hurt you. I want…”

			Only when her voice trailed off did I realize I’d been hanging on to every word. “What do you want?”

			Blue Feather shot me a glare. “Forget me. What do you want? If it’s to go back to your murderer of a brother, then what are you waiting for? Go, just like I told you in the village.”

			“As if you wouldn’t shoot me the moment I turned my back.”

			“Do you truly believe that I would—”

			“You’ve been threatening as much for days!”

			“—or is that just the excuse you’re telling yourself?” Blue Feather finished, completely ignoring my outburst. “And don’t insult me. I don’t shoot prey when its back is turned, not even Nightstalkers.”

			I stiffened. “Is that what I am to you? Prey?”

			“You’re avoiding the question,” she pressed. “Both questions, actually. But since I already know the answers, I’ll spare you the torture of having to say it and ask another. Why do you want to die so badly, Elvira Teach?”

			The ache in my arm was suddenly nothing compared to the pain her words summoned, and it swirled in my gut, clawing at my insides just as the rot had been doing all this time. I squeezed my eyes shut, and my reply was hoarse. “I don—”

			“Yes, you do. I knew it from the moment I saw you come out of that forest, desperate, weak, and alone. You claimed you had your reasons, but if this was truly about saving Cedric, you’d have gone back to him by now. You haven’t, which means—”

			“Don’t,” I hissed, rage boiling beneath my skin once more. “Another word about Cedric and I’ll slice out your tongue.”

			Blue Feather opened her mouth then shut it again. A hush descended over the clearing as we glowered at one another, and even the nearby stream lowered its noise to a whisper, as if it, too, wanted to know how this would end. All the while, my mind raced, more conflicted than ever. On one hand, I had half a mind to hurl my dagger at her infuriating face. On the other… she was right.

			The only reason I was still here was because deep down, I didn’t think Cedric was going to make it. If he wasn’t dead already, he would be soon; not only was that something I couldn’t bear to watch, I was even more afraid of what came after.

			Of being alone. 

			Cedric had Scarlett, but I had no one. Not since Jasper, and whatever we’d shared was nothing to boast about. He’d been claimed by the forest shortly after our arrival in Neverland. I missed him, yes, but mostly, I missed fucking him. I thought Jasper had known me better than anyone else in this world, anyone apart from Cedric,  but in all the years we’d spent together, he’d never understood me half as well as Blue Feather had in only a matter of days.

			And I hated her for it. How had all that silence, innumerable glares and glances, and a handful of empty threats become this—whatever there was between us? How had it led us to kiss, to touch, to fight at one another’s side as if we’d trained together all our lives?

			How was it that I only wanted more?

			“Elvira?” It was Blue Feather’s tone rather than the sound of her voice that pulled me from my thoughts. “Are you all—”

			“Don’t you dare ask if I’m all right. This is your fault.”

			She visibly stiffened. “Interrupt me one more time, and I swear—”

			“You’ll what, cut me again?” I spread my arms in a mock challenge, causing blood to seep down my elbow. “Go right ahead.”

			I hadn’t even finished my sentence before Blue Feather was on me, and this time, I barely put up a fight. Exhaustion had caught up to my body and mind alike, and once she’d wrestled my dagger from my grip, she had me pinned in a matter of seconds. Other than her blade at my throat, it was more comfortable than I wanted to admit; the grass was soft against my back and wounded arm, and her weight on top of me, her groin pressed against mine…

			This woman was going to be the death of me, and from the look in her eyes, she knew it. A smirk played on her lips once she had my wrists pinned above my head with her free hand, and she used the other to trace the tip of her dagger across my irritatingly sensitive skin. I bit my lip to keep from gasping, but there was no reining in my body’s reaction. My back arched, seeking friction in all the right places, and soon, she had me writhing beneath her.

			Blue Feather kept up what she was doing, though she did grow increasingly amused. “See? All you had to do was tell me what you want.”

			She didn’t cease exploring my body with the knife, but she did up the pressure. I flinched at first, fully convinced she’d sliced me open a second time, but a glance at my collarbone, where the blade now hovered just beneath the neckline of my shirt, informed me she hadn’t.

			I looked up then and was wholly unprepared for what I saw in Blue Feather’s gaze. “Use your words, Elvira.” That same command—this time in an entirely different context. “Tell me what you want.”

			There was so much that I wasn’t sure where to begin. Add that to the fact my breaths were coming in shorter gasps, and all I managed between breathless pants was, “You. I want you.”

			Blue Feather didn’t need to be told twice. The pressure on my wrists vanished a moment later, but before I could do anything with my newfound freedom, a hand snaked beneath my shirt, cupping one of my breasts in a brutal squeeze. I cried out, but more in surprise than pain, especially when the ache only added to my building arousal. She reached to give my other breast the same treatment before pinching my nipple, and at that, I hissed.

			She frowned. “Too much?”

			“Not enough,” I growled, and reached to shove her off me. Shock crossed Blue Feather’s face a moment before I straddled her instead, and my hips ground against hers in a steady but urgent rhythm as I fumbled with my shirt. I winced when it came time to free my bloodied arm from its sleeve, but then it was off, and the sting became little more than a dull throb as I guided Blue Feather’s hands back to my breasts. “Squeeze me. Hard.”

			Her lust-filled gaze met mine as she obliged, and I threw my head to the sky, relishing the cool night air at my back and Blue Feather’s warmth at my front. My hands moved of their own accord, roaming over her body as I tugged at the strings of her leather vest. The fabric loosened, and I used it to pull her closer as I leaned in to brush my lips against hers. She tasted like blood and victory, and I wanted more; my tongue sought out hers as my hands continued their exploration beneath the vest I couldn’t wait to get off.

			I felt Blue Feather’s moan before I heard it, and that only spurred me on further. My fingers grazed the waist of her pants before hooking inside, but before I could go any farther, she wrapped an arm around my middle to anchor me in place. “Not yet,” she breathed against my neck as she pulled away just enough to look me in the eye. “You first.”

			Agonizingly slowly, she trailed her fingers down the space between my breasts, my stomach, and then they were there, slipping inside my pants and settling at the core of my arousal. I closed my eyes as a moan slipped from my lips but opened them when Blue Feather clicked her tongue. “You’ll ride me with your eyes open.”

			So I did. She was patient, even though she obviously didn’t need to be, and waited until her fingers were well coated with my slickness before slipping one inside. That lasted only a few seconds before a second joined it, and I inhaled sharply, my hips moving involuntarily as my inner walls clenched around her. Blue Feather’s mouth curved into a satisfied grin, and she moved in a slow but steady rhythm that had me gasping her name within moments.

			My hands flew to her shoulders when her thumb found my clit, and I clung to her for dear life as our breathing turned ragged. The forced eye contact was as delicious as it was infuriating. I longed to bury my face in her neck, to conceal what she was doing to me, but it was far too late for that. Her movements grew more insistent with each passing second until I could stand it no longer, and with another cry, she sent me over the edge. My body trembled against hers as the orgasm ripped through me, and only when I ceased trembling did Blue Feather withdraw.

			Despite myself, I whimpered, but I silenced when the tip of her knife was against my throat once more. She dragged it from my neck to my collarbone, and finally to my breasts, tracing a lazy circle around my nipple while her free hand knotted in my hair, yanking my head back to expose even more of me. It was everything I could do to keep still, especially given that every nerve ending in my body was on fire.

			“Serpents have a rather interesting tongue,” Blue Feather whispered in my ear, and I bit my lip to keep from moaning again. “Do you know how to use yours?”

			Her words ignited something within me—something primal. With strength I didn’t know I still possessed, I wrestled the dagger from her grip before shoving her to the ground, yanking her clothes off in a frenzy. Blue Feather’s eyes widened, but she didn’t fight when I tore away the leather vest and pants that had kept her so tantalizingly out of reach. My hands roamed over her body as she lay helpless beneath me, and I explored her just as I had in my dreams these past few nights.

			It wasn’t for her pleasure, though: it was for mine, and mine alone. Though I didn’t use it as she had, I kept the dagger close, ready to snatch it at a moment’s notice. I was rough with her, rougher even than she had been with me, and every sound that escaped her lips, whether it was a groan of pleasure or cry of pain, flooded me with satisfaction. I squeezed, slapped, and clawed at every inch of skin I could reach, but I didn’t do the one thing she’d asked for, and the increasingly frustrated looks she shot me told me it was working.

			“Are you punishing me,” Blue Feather managed between breathless pants, “or yourself?”

			Both. Her for bringing me to orgasm, and me for letting her. Her for being so good with her hands, with her mouth, and me for enjoying it. Her for tearing down my walls, leaving me broken and exposed, and me for putting them up in the first place.

			Her for looking so damn good with her face flushed, her hair tangled and in disarray, and the loathing in her eyes.

			And me for wanting to fuck her into oblivion.

			With a frustrated snarl, I snatched the dagger, letting it hover over her heart once more. Blue Feather held my gaze but made no move to stop me. “Still have no idea what you want, I see,” she said coolly.

			“I want to hear you scream,” I snapped. “I’m just not sure what kind of scream, and that’s been the problem all along.”

			She shrugged, keeping up that calm demeanor. “You could always fuck me and then kill me. But if you kill me first… well, that’s the end.”

			“Or,” I said, mimicking her irritating impassiveness as I trailed the dagger down her chest and stomach, finally coming to a halt just below her hips, “I could fuck you with this and accomplish both at the same time.”

			Blue Feather’s eyes widened at that, and she squirmed beneath me. “You wouldn’t—”

			She silenced abruptly when I brought the blade between her thighs, and flinched when it touched her. But it wasn’t the end she’d been expecting, and she relaxed almost immediately. I moved the handle in slow circles, teasing at her entrance, and feeling how wet she was only summoned more of my own arousal. Watching her face carefully, I waited until she wasn’t looking before flipping the blade and continuing my exploration with the sharp end. Blue Feather jumped again, but I held her firm and steady, shaking my head as slowly as I moved the knife. Once its edge was thoroughly coated in her wetness, I brought it to my lips, running my tongue across it as I held her lust-filled gaze. Her taste was strong and earthy, and it sent another jolt of arousal straight to my groin.

			“I may be cruel,” I told her honestly, lowering the blade back down. “But I return my favors.”

			I didn’t wait for her to respond before sliding the handle inside her, savoring her tightness, but was always mindful of the sharp end in my hand. Keeping her legs apart with both of mine, I moved the handle back and forth, pushing deeper with each thrust until it was almost entirely inside her. Blue Feather bit down on her bottom lip as she watched me, but every now and then a tiny whimper would slip out. Not a scream, but there was still plenty of time for that.

			Increasing the pace gradually, I matched the speed of my thrusts to the moans she could no longer stifle as I built up to an urgent rhythm. Leaning down, I kissed and licked her nipples, teasing them with my tongue as I drove the dagger ever deeper. This alone nearly sent her over the edge; Blue Feather’s hips rocked in time with mine as she tangled her fingers in my hair, guiding my mouth to where she wanted it. Her body grew slick with saliva and sweat alike, and her cries grew louder as I thrust faster and harder.

			By the time I withdrew the dagger and replaced it with my fingers, she needed only the smallest nudge before she came apart. Her back arched, requesting the friction I was eager to give her, and Blue Feather’s scream was swallowed by the forest as her climax hit her hard and fast. I claimed her lips in a kiss after that, relishing the feel of our bare chests pressed against one another as I kept lazily fucking her with my fingers.

			We didn’t stop there, and I lost count of how many times she brought me to orgasm in the hours that followed. For each one she gave me, I ensured Blue Feather had one to match it, a ritual we kept up until we were both completely spent. Only then did we succumb to our exhaustion, and the last thing I remembered doing before darkness claimed me was tracing that soft feather between my fingers while Blue Feather hummed a melancholy melody.

			
***

			


			The cold woke me long before my body was ready. Even as my mind emerged from the dream I could no longer remember, my body fought against it, curling in on itself as I fought in vain to get warm. A violent shiver finally pushed me over the edge, and I shot upright, clutching my aching arm and blinking in the… blue morning light?

			No. Not morning, at least not quite, judging from the frost that had settled over the surrounding foliage. It had melted in some places, which told me dawn was close. Just not close enough to overshadow the glow of those luminescent flowers, which shone almost brighter now that they were coated in a thin layer of ice. Blue Feather had said they were sacred—was this why? And what had she said they were called, again?

			Blue Feather.

			I inhaled sharply, whirling around at the same time, and there she was. She slept curled up on her side, but unlike me, she appeared completely at peace. Her long hair swept out behind her while that swallow’s feather, now draped over her cheek and nose, swayed back and forth in time with her deep, even breaths. She was covered, but not dressed, and had utilized her clothing as a blanket, bloodied and ruined as it was. One arm was stretched in my direction—her right—and only then did I vaguely recall a weight draped over me in my slumber. Had she… held me? Had I let her?

			There wasn’t time to examine how I felt about that before Blue Feather began to stir. A noise somewhere between a groan and a yawn escaped her as she arched her back and stretched, which caused the clothing to fall away from her breasts… Fuck. Don’t look. Averting my gaze did little to stop my imagination from running wild, especially given what we’d done mere hours ago, but I refused to turn back until she’d stopped squirming around.

			Her lips parted upon glimpsing me, and then of all things, she giggled. Heat crept to my cheeks, and when I snapped, it was harsher than I intended. “What the fuck is funny?”

			She had to purse her lips to keep from bursting into another fit of laughter. “Aren’t you cold?”

			“Of course I am. Aren’t you cold?”

			“Not as cold as you, because my clothes are here. Not all the way over there.” Blue Feather pointed, and my heart sank; not only was she right, I was topless. Muttering a string of curses under my breath, I scrambled over to my shirt before yanking it back on, wincing a little when it grazed my wounded arm. Something else tumbled from the fabric, something heavy enough to land with a dull thud: my dagger.

			I stared at it for a while but ultimately decided against picking it up, especially after I noticed Blue Feather’s reaction. She sat up and frowned, pulling her own shirt closer to her still-naked chest as she eyed me warily. “Why are you still looking at me like you want to kill me?”

			I snorted. “Don’t tell me the feeling isn’t mutual.”

			“I’m not sure I know what that means.”

			The genuine confusion etched onto her face was all that kept me from snapping at her again. “It means,” I started, pausing to choose my words carefully, “that yes, I still want to kill you, just… slightly less now, I suppose. And I assume the same is true for you. That’s what ‘mutual’ means.”

			She narrowed her gaze but nodded without saying anything.

			“Where did you learn English, anyway?” There hadn’t been time to wonder in the whirlwind that these past several days had been, but now, my curiosity bubbled to the surface. “Did you pick it up just from watching us? The pirates?”

			It was her turn to shoot me a harsh glare, which she kept up even as she began to put her own top back on. “Why do you keep doing that?”

			“Doing what?”

			“Ask questions that make me think you care, either before or after you’ve just told me you want to kill me. Again.”

			I opened my mouth, then snapped it shut. I’d been about to blurt out that I did care, but was that the truth? And why did she care whether I did or didn’t?

			Before I could conjure up a response, Blue Feather had leaped to her feet, donned her pants in a huff, and went searching for her bow and dagger. Once she had both in hand, she gestured to where my weapon still lay in the dirt. “Keep that, but”—she made a face—“clean it before you use it for anything else.”

			She began to stalk away, and a sudden panic seized my chest. “Wait,” I called after her, scrambling upright. Blue Feather halted but didn’t turn around.

			“I’m… sorry.” It took effort to utter those simple words; not because I didn’t mean them, but because I truly did. “I know I’ve been harsh to and with you, and not all of it was justified. You’ve been kind, despite having every reason not to be. And you can go. We both should. But before you do… why?”

			She glanced over her shoulder, and her voice was barely louder than a whisper. “Why what, Elvira?”

			“Why did you spare me?”

			A long, heavy silence, but eventually, Blue Feather turned around. “You wanted to die. I wanted to show you how to live.”

			I’m not sure what I’d been expecting, but it certainly wasn’t that. Tears pricked at the corner of my eyes, but not because of what Blue Feather had said—because of the reality I was now forced to acknowledge. For days, I’d been running from Cedric and his inevitable death, but now… I sucked in a deep breath.

			Now, I had to face it.

			Bowing my head, I mumbled a quick goodbye before darting away. Before I’d gotten two steps, however, Blue Feather was suddenly in front of me, and she threw out her arm to keep me from slamming into her.

			“Not only was that a shitty farewell,” she said, annoyance flashing in her gaze, “but… I think I can help you one last time.”

			I stifled an incredulous scoff and moved to sidestep her. “Thanks, but no thanks. ‘Help me’ any more, and I’ll be owing you all sorts of—”

			“It’s about Cedric,” she said, and I stilled.

			“You… can help Cedric?”

			“If he’s still alive, yes. Infection, right?”

			I nodded even as my blood turned to ice.

			“Then yes, I can help. But we have to move quickly, and we have to leave now.”

			
***

			


			Several hours later, I was once again out of breath. It was all I could do to keep up as Blue Feather led the way through the dense forest, and she still hadn’t told me where we were going. I may not know this part of Neverland well, but if we were headed back into pirate territory, surely we’d have arrived by now.

			“How much farther?” I dared to ask when I could take the maddening silence no longer. After yesterday’s Nightstalker attack, it felt like suicide to go traipsing through the forest as loudly as we were, but Blue Feather seemed to know exactly what she was doing and where we were going.

			“Not much,” she replied, still not bothering to slow her pace. “We’re almost there.”

			It was at least twenty minutes before we stopped, but right as I was about to complain once more, we came across a large marked tree. In addition to a handful of symbols carved into its bark, that familiar luminescent paint coated several of its lower branches, emitting a dim light.

			Blue Feather stepped up beside it, resting a hand on its trunk before turning to face me. “This,” she said, nodding toward the tree, “is your way out of Neverland.”

			My mouth fell open, and I blinked in disbelief. “What? I thought we were saving Ced—”

			“We are,” Blue Feather pressed. “Well, you are. His infection is severe enough that what he needs can’t be found in Neverland. You’ll have to go to Afterport for the proper medicine, but this tree will lead you there. Follow the nizhano paint.”

			I glanced at the tree, then Blue Feather, and back again, and several things clicked at once, but it took a moment for me to find the words. “This is how you know English. You can… leave.”

			She nodded slowly. “I learned the language long before the curse struck, but yes. My people can come and go as we please. But we cannot stay long in Afterport, or in any other place beyond this forest. Anyone born in Neverland must remain in Neverland, else they’ll age and die.”

			I’d read as much in Jamie’s letters, but it was another thing entirely hearing it from Blue Feather’s lips. It must be true, then: time stopped in Neverland, meaning its inhabitants were more or less immortal so long as they kept up with the curse’s demands. And that meant…

			“Blue Feather,” I asked quietly, my voice barely louder than a whisper. “How old are you?”

			But she wasn’t listening or even looking at me, and she drew and nocked her bow so fast I hardly saw her move. “Get behind me,” she hissed, and when I didn’t immediately obey, she darted in front of me herself.

			“Fuck,” I spat, drawing my dagger the moment my mind caught up. “More Nightstalkers?”

			“I don’t know, but be quiet.”

			We waited in tense silence, not daring to move a muscle even as the rustling of leaves and snapping of twigs grew louder. I held my breath, heart pounding in my chest, until a figure emerged from between two trees at the edge of our clearing.

			Scarlett stepped into the light, her dark hair wild and her eyes wide with fear. She looked at me, then Blue Feather, then back again, but before either of us could say anything, Blue Feather had already drawn back her bowstring and aimed it directly at Scarlett’s chest. I reacted instinctively, yanking at Blue Feather’s arm and forcing her to fire at the ground.

			She snapped something at me in her native language, but I had already leaped in front of her, blocking her access to Scarlett. “Don’t shoot,” I warned Blue Feather. “She’s—”

			“I know who she is,” Blue Feather said, curling her lip. “Why is she here?”

			I turned then, my own blood roaring in my ears as I forced the question burning in my chest. “Cedric. Is… Is he…?”

			“He’s alive,” Scarlett murmured, still fixated on Blue Feather. “For now, at least.”

			Relief flooded through me, and I exhaled deeply, closing my eyes. There was still time, still a chance to save my brother, all thanks to Blue Feather. Gods, I owed her far more than a favor at this point, and so did—

			“Why are you here?” Blue Feather demanded again, yanking me from my thoughts and prompting me to turn around. “How long have you been following us?”

			Scarlett gripped my arm, speaking for my ears alone. “And your friend is…?”

			I winced. “She’s not my… Never mind. Her name is Blue Feather, and answer her before she shoots you.”

			Scarlett raised an arm in surrender, choosing her words carefully. “I only followed the noise. I didn’t realize it was you until just now, Elvira. To be honest, after you didn’t come back… I thought the forest had claimed you.

			“Which was why I was out here, searching for a way out, just like I told you I would, and I overheard your plan.”

			My breath hitched as I realized where this was going, and I bit back a curse.

			“If you’re leaving Neverland,” Scarlett said firmly, meeting my gaze, “then I’m coming with you.”

			It felt as if we’d gone back in time to several days ago, when we’d argued about this very thing over Cedric’s unconscious body, and the last thing I wanted to do was waste time and energy doing it again. I shook my head slowly, a warning in my tone as I fought to keep my temper in check. “As I said before: no. One of us needs to stay here—”

			“And why is that?” Scarlett’s voice had risen to a shout. “We’re both here now, so why can’t we both go?”

			“You’d leave Cedric to die alone?”

			“You left him to die, period!”

			“I won’t help you run. I won’t,” I snapped, holding up a hand as Blue Feather took a step toward Scarlett and me. “If you want to flee this place, to flee him, fine, but find some other way.”

			Scarlett looked as though I’d slapped her, and for the first time, I noticed the tears streaming down her face. She sank to her knees, quietly sobbing, and a twinge of guilt gnawed at my chest. Scarlett never cried.

			“Stop that,” I hissed, but when she didn’t, I knelt beside her. “You’re making a scene.”

			“You don’t understand,” she whispered, and for some reason, her words sent chills down my spine. That’s when she looked at me, her eyes red and swollen, and confessed the truth at last.

			“I’m pregnant.”
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			Chapter One

			Kyus burst into her room and charged toward her dresser.

			She had to be quick. 

			Opening all the drawers, she scooped out her belongings and dumped them all on the floor. Rage tore at her insides, burning so painfully her breath shallowed, but she focused on moving swiftly around the room, grabbing her elaborate dresses, pretty shoes, and one-of-a-kind jewelry, and throwing it all into a huge pile in the middle of the floor.

			She should have known better. Any prolonged interaction with the royal family was destined to end badly, no matter how thoroughly she prepared herself. Their history spoke for itself—corrupt, power-hungry, viscous, and above all selfish. The prince embodied all these things, but he was even more dangerous because his family’s character traits were well hidden behind handsome looks, casual words, and feigned indifference. Kyus had watched him for years, had witnessed his creative destruction. She’d vowed she would never allow him to do that to her.

			Yet he had.

			Again.

			It was only when her vision blurred with tears that she realized how close she was to collapsing into a sobbing mess. Pausing for a moment, she closed her eyes and forced herself to inhale a long and smooth breath, soothing the turbulence in her chest that felt sensitive and raw, like a fresh open wound.

			She rarely lost control. All she had to do was get through this one moment and then she could fall apart after she made it out of this fucking castle.

			A flare of awareness rushed up her back and tingled along the back of her neck. Someone was standing in the doorway behind her.

			“Kyus.”

			The grit of his voice dug into her chest, forcing her still and flaring her rage back into a bright, hard fury. Taking a breath, she knelt next to the bed and dragged out her traveling bag out from underneath.

			“Kyus.” This time, a rumbling growl accompanied her name. “What are you doing?”

			Kyus didn’t trust herself to speak or to look at him. Opening the bag on the bed, she began to transfer her belongings into it but a rough hand curled around her arm and spun her around, causing her to stumble backward until she hit the wall.

			The prince stood in the middle of the room, his stance saturated in barely contained fury. Alongside his tight fists and stiff back, the force of his clenched jaw and the depth of his dark eyes exaggerated his contorted features. For a moment, shock gripped Kyus’ insides and she inched back. In the seven years they’d been together, she’d seen him in almost every possible mood, but never like this.

			Although tall and wide as any Alpha, Prince Elion was always quick with a sly smile and witty retort. Unlike typically boastful and aggressive Alphas, he had a deceptively relaxed and easy-going manner that fooled people into being comfortable in his presence, even though, at his core, he was as ruthless as any other member of his family. Kyus had always begrudgingly admired the insidious way he drew nobles in with his casual indifference, trapping them with a ruthlessness that had toppled the most powerful dukes. It was like a game to him—the way a lion might play with its prey—batting around the influential figures of the Western Lands until they were weak and bloody. But none of that playfulness was in him now.

			“If you are entertaining a single thought of leaving,” he bellowed, his roiling roar devouring any lingering doubt about his mood, “you can forget it.”

			His indirect threat raked across the rawness in her chest. “My business here is over.”

			Displeasure darkened his face. “Your business is, and always has been, with me.”

			“Yes. And now that is over.”

			A heavy rumble poured out of him. He drew closer, their eyes locked, and he loomed over her. Prickles of intrigue, fear, and desire crept over Kyus’ body, but she held his gaze, her stomach tightening. His intensity unnerved her. She couldn’t recall a single time he’d ever been this serious.

			His chin angled up and he looked down at her through the narrow slits of his eyes, his entire body unnaturally still. “Are you saying we are over?”

			She held his gaze. “You let them take her.” Pausing, she swallowed, forcing herself not to fall apart in front of him again. “You allowed it to happen, even though I begged you to intervene.”

			“I wasn’t prepared for anything that just happened in that room, Kyus.” His voice was harsh, but he remained still, his eyes boring into hers. “I wasn’t prepared to discover that you are not who you said you were, and I was especially not prepared to find out in front of my brother and his queen! My only concern was that you were not taken.”

			“It wouldn’t have mattered if I was.”

			His growl scattered goosebumps along her arms. “It would have mattered to me!”

			“It wouldn’t and we both know it!” she snapped back. “You’d have easily found another to amuse yourself with. Another to parade in front of drunk and bloated dukes. It doesn’t need to be me.”

			The only thing that moved were his nostrils, the wild flare a stark contrast to the rest of him. “We’re not in some kind of casual arrangement, Kyus. Our engagement has been announced. We have been together for years!”

			So that’s what worried him—his reputation. Kyus’ exhale was harsh. “Fine. I will disgrace myself and make sure I am socially unsuitable for you to accept as your wife. It won’t be a problem. You’re not short of women seeking your hand. It’ll be easy to replace me.”

			Something flickered in his gaze. “So you admit our engagement and marriage is a means to an end for you.”

			Kyus snorted, almost laughing at the ridiculousness of his statement. He was behaving as though their relationship had actually meant something to him. Shaking her head, she sidestepped along the wall to get around him. “This is pointless.”

			The prince grabbed her arm again dragged her back in front of him. “What of your other lies?”

			Kyus gusted out a heavy sigh, but froze when a tingle zinged low in her stomach and her nipples tightened. What was that?

			A burst of a rich, earthy aroma surrounded her, pungent with an acrid aggressive edge, and her eyed widened as she glanced up at the prince. No! But she knew that scent could only be coming from the Alpha holding her against the wall, yet it shouldn’t be possible. She was blocked—she always had been. She wasn’t supposed to be able to scent him at all!

			Then it faded, but not completely.

			“Well?” The prince jostled her. “What about the other lies?”

			Kyus struggled against his hold. If she could smell even a hint of his scent, then it was even more essential she got away from him. “That is hardly important.” 

			“Lying to me is not important? Spying on me and using me to gain access to the secrets of the Western Lands is not important?” He pressed her against the wall, danger glinting in his eyes, his tone lowering. “Hiding your true dynamic is not important?”

			“Release me. I need to go!”

			The prince paused, his thick brows drawing closer together. “Why?”

			Kyus said nothing. He didn’t need to know. But the prince’s eyes narrowed and he straightened, a snarl forming. “You cannot interfere with the exchange. She is going regardless.”

			Kyus almost told him to mind his own fucking business, but she bit back the words. There was no point in angering him further. She just needed to get past him and out of the room. “I know. I just need to see her off.”

			“She’s probably already boarded the ship. You won’t be able to get near her.”

			Kyus didn’t bother to respond. It was pointless to talk to him about this. He’d already proven with his disloyalty that she’d been deluding herself about what was happening between them. Getting out of there and as away from him as possible was the smartest thing to do.

			But in her silence, his gaze hardened with realization. “Then again,” he added, “after seven years of your company, I don’t even know who you really are, do I? Is your name even Kyus? Is she really your sister… or maybe she’s actually your daughter?”

			They watched each other—the silence growing sour and heavy until the tension between them was taut. Kyus’ desperation jangled. She had to get to the ship before it left.

			Inhaling a slow breath, she steadied herself and, with a burst of movement, twisted out of his hold. She darted along the wall and ran toward the door.

			A cold pressure snapped around her so quickly, she barely registered the magic until it lifted her off the ground. Kyus yelped, but the magic pressed onto the lower half of her face, locking her jaws together as it turned her toward the prince. The magic cooled rapidly, getting colder and colder.

			Kyus tried to scream and fight his hold on her, but it was impossible to move. Her rage kicked around her, jagged and wild. How dare he! 

			“I don’t know what the fuck you think is happening here,” he snarled, “but you do not walk away from me!” The veins in his neck bulged and his face darkened even further, his fury ripening to something truly terrifying. 

			And in that moment, it occurred to her how beautiful he was.

			It wasn’t a conscious thought—more like an instinctual nudge that directed her attention to the pristine display of Alpha before her.

			The prince had always been handsome, but she’d never seen him out of control and bordering on violent—that typical savagery that had always made Alphas more dangerous than anyone else. She’d always thought she’d been lucky he wasn’t such a stereotype, but seeing it now, it suited him. In fact, he was spectacular.

			A tremble of desire skipped up her spine and her nipples stung as they hardened. Kyus dragged her mind into focus. What the hell was she thinking?

			He was gliding her through the air back to him, his eyes boring into her face. “You deceived a member of the royal family and you’ve been caught. You must know what that means.”

			Horror seeped through Kyus’ anger, bringing with it the clarity that her grief-riddled mind had kept from her. The secret she had been keeping for years was out. Prince Elion may have seemed harmless when she was presenting herself as a frivolous and mild-mannered but sophisticated scholar, but as a prisoner of the royal family, she would suffer horribly at his hands.

			His eyes gleamed. “You truly belong to me now.”

			It wasn’t the icy magic seeping into her skin that made her shudder.

			“You need to forget your sister. Focus instead on making amends for your deceit. That is the only concern you should have right now.” His nose flared again. “And I want to know everything you’ve been doing in the Western Lands since you targeted and deceived me.”

			With the magic locking her mouth shut, she could only glare at him as she drifted within reaching distance of him.

			He stared back at her, curiosity softening his dark eyes. “It is amazing what becomes obvious with new information,” he murmured. As she came closer, he slipped a thick arm around her waist, drawing her against him and examining her body. Kyus held herself stiff, shivering from the cold magic, trying not to revel in the warmth from his bulky, taut chest. “I should have known.” His eyes flicked back up to hers, examining her face. “You are far too pretty and much too small to be a Beta.” His gaze lowered, and the familiar smirk she’d been expecting finally emerged from his dark mask of anger. “And look at this….” Pulling down the neckline of her tunic, he revealed a hard nipple.

			He traced his finger on the underside of her breast and then pinched her nipple hard. “The infamous Omega arousal….”

			Kyus gasped, desire panging even though her fury soared. “It’s only because I’m cold, you bastard.” 

			Gripping her breast, he released another rumbling growl. “I have had you in every way possible, Kyus. I know when you’re fucking aroused. Don’t tell me that’s not the scent of your slick in my nose.”

			It took a moment to realize that the magic no longer held her, but then she twisted, fighting against his grasp. “That doesn’t mean it’s you! It’s just…. It’s—” But what could she say? For some reason, she could scent him slightly, and it was different from she’d experienced before. His effect on her was bewildering, but ultimately, it was just a distraction. That’s all.

			And every moment that passed reduced her chances of getting onto that ship or stopping the kidnap of her sister. How long had it been since they took her? An hour? Two? Her desperation rose to pure panic.

			Breathing deeply, she stilled and looked up at him. “Release me and I’ll…. I’ll do whatever you want.”

			The prince’s head tilted up, and he looked down on her again through those narrow dark eyes, but said nothing.

			“Please,” she said, her voice quiet. “I need to get her back.” Tears stung her eyes and her voice lowered to a coarse whisper. “Please, Elion. I was supposed to protect her.”

			The prince watched her for a long moment, his grave expression too unfamiliar to tell what he was thinking. Finally, he spoke. “I will help you, Kyus.”

			At his words, she relaxed against him, relief bounding through her, but then he lowered his head and captured her nipple in his mouth. Kyus gasped, the warmth of his mouth sending waves of pleasure through her sensitive, cold breast. “What are you doing?”

			The prince flicked his tongue rapidly over her nipple, and she shuddered, pleasure twisting through her. A tingle danced through her stomach and straight between her legs.

			“Elion… don’t.” She grabbed onto him, her fingers digging into his arms, but for some reason, couldn’t push away his warmth and sturdiness and enticing scent.

			Releasing her breast, Elion pressed kisses across her chest and up her neck. “I thought you wanted my help?” he asked, words muffled by his lips on her skin.

			At the edge of her awareness, Kyus heard the warning in his tone, but the muddle of her emotions drowned out logical thought in deference to the escape and comfort of his familiar touch.

			His mouth traveled up her chin until it reached hers, then he lunged into a deep kiss. Kyus hesitated for a moment, but he must have felt it because he spun and slammed her against the wall, deepening the kiss. She kissed him back, running her hands over his shoulders, reveling in his domination.

			Breaking the kiss, he hoisted her up higher against the wall, pulling her dress up to her waist and resting her leg on his shoulder. Kyus held onto his arm, panting as he ripped her panties away, and uncertainty crept in.

			“Elion… I can’t—”

			He pressed his mouth between her legs and lapped her folds with a growl that drowned her words. Pressing her head back against the wall, Kyus sucked in a breath and closed her eyes, rolling her hips forward and gripping onto his arms to steady herself.

			Elion suckled her, alternating between swirling his tongue at her entrance and teasing her delicate hard bud, sending pleasure jolting through her. Kyus bit her lip, swallowing the groans forming in her throat. She couldn’t let this overwhelm her.

			Suddenly, he pulled away from the wall and carried her across the room, annoyance in his tone. “You’re fighting me, Kyus.”

			She clung to him. “You said you’d help me,” she panted. “There’s no time for this.”

			The prince lay her on her back on the bed, and she suddenly noticed the darkness that still gleamed in his eyes.

			 “I am helping you.” He spread her legs, looking between them with a desire more powerful than any she’d seen from him before. “You’re wetter than you’ve ever been, my little betrayer.” His eyes flicked up to meet hers. “I am helping to satisfy your very desperate need right now.”

			Kyus’ mouth tightened. She pushed herself up onto her elbows, temper rising, but he grabbed her wrists and locked them together, pressing them into the bed above her head.

			“I’m also helping you understand your place,” he said, kneeling between her legs.

			Horror jangled through Kyus, even as she spread her legs to allow him between them. He entered with one rough thrust and sank deep into her, the sting of his entrance drawing a sharp grasp. But once he was fully seated, a surge of sweet, tingling bliss undulated through her body. 

			Keeping hold of her wrists, he locked her head between his elbows, forcing her to look up into his eyes. “I’m helping you understand that I do not take well to deception and I won’t allow you to mount a rescue. The deal with your sister is done. You need to accept it.”

			Kyus’ rage reawakened. Immediately, she moved to get out from under him, but he moved his hips, inching his length backward along her channel, her back arched spontaneously, seeking more. He pressed back in, and then he was plunging in and out, back and forth. A beam of shame brightened uncomfortably within her before desire knocked it away, dulling all thought and wrapping her in its thick, irresistible fog.

			She couldn’t fight it.

			The solid feel of him, that delicious smell on his skin, the way he secured her firm against the bed—he’d never done that before, and it was… perfect.

			Digging her heels into the back of his thighs, she pulled him in harder with each thrust, taking him so deep she was breathless at feeling so full. His speed increased until he pummeled her hard, his staccato grunts accompanying the wet rhythmic slapping of their bodies.

			Kyus whined, spreading herself wider, submitting to the overwhelming pleasure, and Elion kissed her again, his tongue grazing hers. She jutted her hips up, increasing the depth and force of each impale, and his salacious groan of satisfaction buzzed against her lips.

			Devastating pleasure built, storming so wildly, it was like claws of ecstasy raking her insides, leaving behind a beautiful intense destruction in its wake.

			Even in her cloud of desire, Kyus recognized that something felt different about this coupling. She’d bedded Elion for years, and while it had always been amazing, this time was more intense. “Wh-what’s happening?” She was gasping against his mouth.

			His growled response only made her wetter, their slams becoming sloppy and squelchy. Her thoughts disintegrated as the magnificent pleasure intensified, brightening into a brutal peak that engulfed her, shattering her nerves and convulsing her body.

			Before her orgasm had even faded, the prince flipped her over, yanked up her hips, and dove into her from behind. 

			Kyus couldn’t count how many ways he fucked her, wringing savage orgasms from her each time. It was raw and primal, every action determined by instinct.

			There was no resemblance to the laid-back Alpha she’d been living with. He dominated every position, rewarding her with rasping growls when she submitted and deep kisses when she came, all the while watching her with those sexy dark eyes as deep and beautiful as the White Ocean. Everything about him made her orgasm harder.

			Finally, the Alpha lifted her up just to flip her around and push her back into the bed underneath him, then pounded her until his rhythm became erratic. He jerked, thrusting in once, twice and then lodged his growing knot inside her as he came, breath gusting on her neck.

			They both panted, skin slick with sweat, and the prince wrapped her in his arms. Exhausted, Kyus reveled in the stretch between her legs caused by his knot—the bulbous flesh at the base of his cock that locked them together.

			Humming, she kissed his skin, contentment nestled in her aching limbs. She hadn’t been knotted before but this was blissful. She drifted on the elation until she became aware that he was watching her, those dark eyes tracking every tiny movement she made. She smiled, and his gaze intensified.

			“If I had known exactly what you were,” he said, his voice gravelly, “I never would have been so careful with you all this time, Omega.”

			Kyus frowned, her contentment snagging on the impersonal nature of his words. She stared up at him drowsily, her thoughts slowly bleeding back and she realized, with horror, what had just happened.

			A knock at the door jolted her out of her thoughts.

			“Enter,” called the prince. He twisted to look at whoever entered, keeping Kyus tucked in to his chest, as though protecting her from view.

			“The ship has sailed, your highness.”

			Kyus’ world tilted. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to survive the dizzying tidal wave of loss, guilt, and anger. She was gone. Her little sister was gone.

			“Good,” the prince responded. “You’re dismissed.”

			When the door closed, he returned to her and pulled her close.

			“You did that on purpose.” A low and shaky breath carried her accusation.

			“You wanted my help, and you got it.” There was no remorse in his tone. No softness. No regret. “Do you know what would have happened to you if you’d been caught on that ship?”

			Tears formed but she blinked them away.

			The first thing he’d done upon learning she was an Omega was use her body against her.

			Whether it had been intentional or not, her body had reacted to him as an Omega would to an Alpha. It hadn’t happened between them before because she was magically blocked—she was still supposed to be! But her reaction to the prince felt too real, almost like her blocks had failed. Something had changed which had now allowed them to scent the faintest hint of each other. And the prince had taken advantage of that. He’d never been so forceful with her before, and she’d never been so aroused.

			Of course, she knew the theory of the attraction and sexual intensity between the Alpha and Omega dynamic. They could make each other mindless and out of control, reducing them to their basic instincts and needs, but it was the Omega who was most vulnerable. That was the whole reason she’d gone undercover. To protect Omegas.

			And this bastard not only disregarded her plea and proved his selfishness again but also reduced her down to her dynamic. Kyus refused to cry, but her breathing was unsteady. Her anger could no longer sustain her—she was too exhausted. Her mood descended into disappointment, sorrow, and grief.

			The prince seemed to sense it. He shifted her further under him, settling her with his weight. Kyus didn’t react. She didn’t want to be near him. She didn’t even want to look at him, but the knot kept them locked together.

			Finally, his knot shrunk and he slipped out of her and climbed out of the bed. “You are not permitted to leave this castle without my permission,” he said, buckling up his pants.

			Kyus pressed her lips together, annoyance surging through her. “I hate you.”

			He stilled. In a swift move, he grabbed her face, forcing her to meet his stormy eyes. “You haven’t even begun to hate me yet.”

			Releasing her, he grabbed his tunic and left the room.

			Kyus exhaled and curled up on the bed.

			If he thought she was going to be his good little prisoner, he was mistaken. Her priority was still to get her sister back. She hadn’t spent the last couple of decades training only to let it go to waste the one time she needed it. The Western Lands were run by the royal family, but it was still possible to navigate them and stay out of the royal family’s reach. And that’s what she would do.

			Her life with the prince was over. He just didn’t know it yet.


		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“Kyus?”

			Inching her head up, Kyus saw a raven-haired Omega at the doorway of the room, her blue eyes shiny with tears. 

			Amara.

			No doubt she was remorseful about what happened. She’d been there, and it was her mate, King Malloron, Prince Elion’s brother, who’d agreed to the exchange of her sister.

			She gestured for her to come inside.

			“I didn’t know that was going to happen.” Amara’s words carried on a hitched breath. “Malloron made me promise not to interfere before we came into the room, but I didn’t know why…” Her voice lowered. “I couldn’t prevent it, Kyus. I’m sorry.”

			Kyus resisted the sudden urge to scream at her—to reject the finality of her tone, as though things couldn’t be changed. She pushed herself up to sit on the bed, wincing at the ache in her limbs and pain between her legs. “It’s not your fault.” Searching the bed for her nightgown, she fished it out and put it on.

			Amara came farther into the room, a curious gaze directed at her.  

			As a former spy and younger Omega, Amara had proven herself smart and capable. Kyus had always admired Amara’s ability to get tasks done and the passion she held for the Omega cause. Recently, she’d been recognized as the king’s mate, which made her the first Omega publicly known in the Western Lands in nearly 100 years. With their wedding approaching, it was an exciting time for everyone, but as King Malloron’s future queen, Amara wasn’t necessarily an ally to Kyus anymore. How much she could be trusted remained to be seen.

			“I’ve known you for a long time, Kyus,” Amara said, sitting down next to her on the bed. “You’ve been working uncover in this Land for years—your reputation is…” She sucked in a breath. “The Mothers practically based all our training on you and your experiences.”

			Kyus snorted.

			“But I had no idea you had a real sister.” 

			“You weren’t supposed to know. No one was.” She sighed. “Our job is dangerous, Amara. I couldn’t risk anything going wrong.” Even though it had.

			“But, it’s against… I’ve never known of any Omega who hasn’t grown up in the compound.”

			Realization sputtered in Kyus’ mind and a frown crinkled her forehead. “Do you plan to tell the Mothers?”

			Amara blanched. “No. I wouldn’t… I just didn’t think you would—”

			“What? Break the rules?” Kyus smirked, shaking her head. “I have never once broken any other rule the Mothers set, Amara, but this… this was different. I needed to give my sister, Shaya, a real life. She’s not…” Kyus swallowed, unable to help the tears welling in her eyes. “She isn’t like us, Amara. She’s only eighteen and… she is painfully innocent. She doesn’t know what it means to be an Omega—she has no understanding of what could happen to her or how she might be treated because of her dynamic.”

			Amara blinked, her eyes wide. “She doesn’t know the history of our kind or how she may react to Alphas?”

			“No,” Kyus said, a crushing pressure on her chest. “She’s had a perfectly normal childhood, the kind we all should have had. She knows nothing, and I’ve purposely kept it that way because I wanted her to be free and happy. She was never supposed to be involved with our cause or the politics of Western Lands. She was supposed to be safe—away from all that.” Kyus rubbed the pads of her fingers across her forehead. “And now she is in the hands of a savage tribe without any preparation about what she might face once her blocks fail.” Tears filled her eyes once more. “Do you know what that could do to her? Do you know the kind of damage they could cause her? I will never forgive myself if they—”

			“I don’t think anything terrible will happen to her, Kyus.”

			“You don’t know that,” Kyus said sharply. “Our history is filled with Omega abuse.”

			“Yes, here, but maybe not in the Southern Lands. Malloron told me that the leader of that tribe appreciates Omegas. You have to have hope that she will be fine eventually.”

			Kyus snorted. Hope? There was no way she was leaving anything to chance. It occurred to her she’d been speaking about this to people who wouldn’t understand. The prince had a difficult relationship with his brother, and Amara had been raised like most Omegas in the compound—with no mother and using magic as a weapon. Neither of them could understand.

			Amara gestured to the pile of clothes and shoes still on the floor. “Are you leaving?”

			Kyus shot her a hard look. “You expect me to stay?”

			Amara swallowed. “The prince spoke to his brother… I don’t think he wants—”

			“I know exactly what he wants. To imprison me.” She looked at Amara. “Are you planning on allowing it?”

			Amara inclined her head. “What do you mean?”

			“I mean, you have worked your whole life to ensure Omegas stay out of danger and don’t become enslaved again by Alphas. As the new queen of Eiros, are you planning to let him enslave me? And for doing exactly what you did, no less?”

			Amara inhaled, blinking slowly, a wry smile forming on her face. She knew exactly what Kyus was trying to do. “I haven’t spoken to the king yet about the treatment of Omegas, but I wasn’t aware of any imprisonment.”

			“Well, that’s what he told me he plans to do.”

			Amara was quiet for a moment. “He was just angry finding out who you really are like he did. He clearly cares about you, Kyus.”

			“He has never cared about me,” Kyus corrected. “It’s all an act. He uses me and I use him—that’s been our unspoken agreement for years. There was never any emotion involved.” Kyus firmed herself against the kick of hurt that ricocheted through her every time she forced herself to face that reality. “He liked having a pretty woman on his arm, and I liked having his access to the nobility to help foster our cause, that’s it.”

			Amara shook her head, her eyes squinting in bewildered disbelief. “That’s not how it looked when I saw you together. That’s not how it looked today, Kyus.”

			“I don’t care how it looked,” Kyus said darkly. Amara had no idea what the prince had been like in this very room less than four hours ago. “You should know more than anyone that nothing is ever as it seems with the royal family.” She paused, thinking for a moment. “The first time you saw us was when he was telling the king of our engagement.”

			“Yes.” Amara nodded. “And he warned the king not to show any interest in you.”

			Kyus crossed her arms. “Do you remember why?”

			Amara hummed, tapping her finger on her legs. “Because the king had taken the prince’s previous lover as his wife, right? A Beta woman.”

			“Yes, exactly. Elion has been upset about that since I’ve known him. He loved her deeply, and the king taking her has been a long-standing dispute between them. He never resists an opportunity to challenge the king about it, even if I’m standing right there.”

			“But he was warning the king that you are the woman he is interested in now,” Amara argued.

			“Only because it would be embarrassing for the king to take another woman from him. Especially because Elion is older than his brother. It’s an Alpha thing, Amara,” Kyus said, irritably. How could she not see it? “I assure you, his interest in me has never been more than appearances and sex. If he ever really cared about me, he wouldn’t have allowed that fucking savage to take my sister.”

			Amara placed a hand on Kyus’, her voice soft. “So if he cared about you, he should have let them take you, like they wanted to? Your sister volunteered to go in your place, Kyus. He didn’t force her.”

			“She shouldn’t have been allowed to make a choice like that!” Kyus snapped. “She’s too inexperienced about the world. I’ve been responsible for her since she was born. He should have listened to me and helped me.” She shook her head at the injustice of her situation. She glanced at Amara. “I’ve never asked him for anything. Not once. Not even his love because I know I’ll never have that. His past lover still holds his heart. And I got over that. But the least he could have done, this one time when I really needed his help, was to protect my sister from that tribe. He couldn’t even do that—he stood there and told them they couldn’t have me, all so that he could keep his little fuck toy. To hell if it meant someone else—someone that needs my protection—suffers in my place. He couldn’t see past his own need and ego to do something for me. Just once. He still can’t.”

			Amara was silent for a moment. “So you love him?”

			Kyus’ breath hitched. “T-that’s not what I meant.”

			“I’m reading between the lines.” Amara smiled, knowingly. “There’s no shame if you do, you know. You’ve been in your covert assignment for a long time.”

			Kyus was silent for a moment, unsure how to answer. “I used to think loving him was harmless, but that’s never true with the royal family, is it? I can’t help but wonder: If I hadn’t tied myself to him, moved in with him, and accepted his marriage proposal, would I be in this situation? Would Shaya be gone?” She shook her head. “I did love him, but I can’t anymore. He was here earlier and…” Her insides trembled at the thought of his determination, his domination, his threats. “I can’t. I can’t love him.”

			Amara squeezed her hand and nodded. “All right. I know he’s the king’s brother, but it did seem to me there was little the prince could have done. His interference could have started a war, it could have caused—”

			“I understand the exchange couldn’t be stopped. I’m not saying they shouldn’t have taken someone, I’m saying that it shouldn’t have been her.” Tears formed again in her eyes. “She shouldn’t have to travel to a Land no one knows about, learn a new language, adjust to a completely different culture, and suffer at the hands of their Alphas—not my beautiful, mild Shaya. It should have been me.” She couldn’t hold back the sobs any longer. Her body convulsed as they took over, twisting her insides with the injustice and unfairness of it all. After the meticulous care she’d taken over the years to protect Shaya, in one brief moment, all her work had been undone.

			Kyus barely registered when Amara’s arms wrapped around her, holding her tight as she murmured, “You’re still in shock, Kyus. Why don’t you take a moment to recover?”

			“I can’t recover in here. I don’t want to see him.” She held Amara’s eyes. “He has ordered that I don’t leave the castle. I know you can’t do anything to change that immediately, but can you at least find me a different room? And keep its location from him?”

			Amara’s answer was immediate. “Yes. I’ll talk to Malloron about it. Prince Elion will be furious, but I’m the one helping their relationship at the moment so I don’t think he will complain for too long.” She eyed the pile of clothes on the floor. “But you’re not going to stay in your room, are you? You’re going to leave. Go after her.”

			“If I say yes, will you try to stop me?”

			Amara’s face dropped. “I won’t,” she said slowly. “But as queen, I can’t ignore the repercussions to the Western Lands if you do get your sister back.”

			“I know.”

			The silence that grew between them was a divider, setting them at opposite ends of the resolution Kyus sought, yet she knew they both wished the best for each other. 

			Amara was on the verge of significantly changing the Western Lands for the first time in centuries. As an Omega queen, the choices she made, the actions she took mattered to all Omegas, and she had to be careful about how she brought change about, regardless of whether her mate was king. Kyus had been working the Western Lands long enough to know the momentous difference an Omega queen could make. And any steps to make this Land habitable for Omegas, an idyllic place similar to how Shaya had grown up—freedom and safety—was worth it. Amara was the most significant key to that. If Shaya hadn’t been taken, ensuring Amara’s safe rule would have been Kyus’ top priority.

			“I don’t want to involve you, Amara,” Kyus quietly confessed. “I just need my own space in this castle. Whatever I do from then on isn’t on you. I don’t want you to do anything on my behalf. Just focus on being the queen we all need.”

			Amara’s smile was weak. “I was hoping to persuade you to take a role in the new court. I need someone who knows the Western Lands and all its important people to advise me.”

			Kyus smiled back. “You don’t need me for that. You’ve been here long enough to figure that out. Just do your best. That’s all any of us can ask.”

			“You know you won’t be able to use magic until you leave Eiros? How are you doing to get out?”

			Kyus sighed. That was one of the more difficult puzzles to solve. The royal family prevented the use of magic in Eiros, the country where the castle was located, which was why she couldn’t fight Elion’s hold over her earlier. But she definitely needed magic to get Shaya back. “I don’t know yet. I’ll figure it out.”

			Amara hesitated. “I hope you find her, Kyus.”

			Kyus nodded, determined. “I will.”


		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			It was going to be difficult leaving the castle.

			Once Amara found her a room, which was tucked away from the busy areas of the castle, Kyus barely left it. She didn’t want to bump into the prince or anyone working for him. But she quickly realized that he wasn’t going to be lurking in the corridors waiting for her. He would have every entrance and exit covered so he could capture her when she tried to escape.

			After all, it wasn’t as though Prince Elion lived in the castle or even in Eiros, where the castle was based. They shared a home in Cleyanti and had places in other countries too. All he had to do was capture her outside the castle and then he’d be free to take her anywhere he wanted.

			Kyus didn’t trust that the secret exits in the castle the other Omega spies had used over the years were still unknown to the king. Even though Elion and the king had a difficult sibling relationship, Elion told her King Malloron agreed to allow Elion to keep her, maintaining his dominion over her. And unless Amara could convince her husband otherwise, Kyus would remain prisoner to Elion.

			Regardless of the conversation she’d had with Amara, Kyus had been working undercover for years—in a more visible position than Amara had held. She’d been working covertly in plain sight, easily overlooked, and part of the elite; a socialite who attended important events and knew important people. It was her they considered a danger.

			Over the next few days, as she recovered from the achy pain Elion had caused, she mapped out what she knew about the castle, examining the entrances and figuring out the nearest magical portals. Omegas working undercover in the castle used portals to travel to and from the various countries.

			The portal that would take her to her main safe house was located near an exit in the west wing. Even though she’d spent years with Elion, he never knew about that backup home. It was in Rucevale, a country they rarely visited. However, the prince had likely set up a magical alarm that would alert him when she stepped through any doorway in the castle. She needed to figure out how to get past one, and then as soon as she was out of Eiros, she could plan how she was going to rescue her sister.

			A week later, a package arrived at her room. Inside was a potion bottle with a note:

			Kyus, thank you for your help creating a potion for the king when he was suffering with our bond. I have returned it to you since it is no longer needed. Amara.

			Kyus’ heartbeat pounded faster. Shaya had created potions for the king, but none of them had helped him with his bond to Amara. So what was this?

			She held up the potion bottle and examined the thick purplish liquid. Excitement sparking in her stomach, she unscrewed and sniffed the contents, and her suspicions were confirmed. Amara had sent her a potion to get through Prince Elion’s trap.

			Relief and gratitude lifting her mood, she dropped down on her bed. Amara had decided to help her, after all. If she wasn’t mistaken, this potion would protect her against magic. Elios’ alarms would still alert him, but he wouldn’t be able to capture or attack her using his magic. The only problem would be if he physically grabbed her. But that she could prepare for.

			It was time to leave the castle.

			
***

			


			She waited until midnight.

			As she approached the door in the lower west wing, Kyus could see the sheen of magic that covered the doorway. Taking a breath, she steadied herself and pulled out the potion. She’d only have one chance to try this and if anything went wrong, she would never be able to leave the castle without being captured.

			Opening the door, she tipped the potion into her mouth, stepped through the doorway, then ran into across the moonlit courtyard as fast as she could.

			A rustle behind her caused her to glance back. Prince Elion had already arrived. He stood a few feet from the door, his eyes startling bright with hunger and rage. He was murmuring when she turned back around, but she concentrated on getting to the other end of the courtyard. She only had to make it two streets over before she could access the portal and escape him.

			Cold magic snapped around her, just like when she was in the castle, but this time it slipped away instantly without even breaking her run. Kyus exhaled a shaky breath. It had worked.

			Magic snapped around her again, but slipped off her straightaway.

			She burst through the courtyard gate and turn toward the cobbled street, but halfway down heavy footsteps sounded behind her. When she glanced over her shoulder, she saw the prince running after her, a snarl on his face as he kept casting under his breath.

			Kyus increased her speed. The portal wasn’t far, but he was bigger and she didn’t know how long Amara’s potion would hold. His magic kept snapping around her body but unable to take hold.

			She turned down a dead-end street and stopped at the far end. Casting out her senses for the portal, she focused on the magic to activate it. It responded immediately, smooth and vivid, colors weaving together as it braided the spell to transport her. The prince sprinted closer, his eyes wide and fists clenched. He realized what was happening and bellowed out a roar that vibrated right down to her bone. “Kyus! Don’t you fucking dare!”

			She glared at him, the cool magic twisting around her, preparing to take her across the Lands. Just as the prince came within arm’s reach, everything around her faded away.

			She fell backward onto soft dirt.

			Exhaling heavily, she looked around.

			Her new surroundings were dark. Dense trees blocked the moonlight and were the only sight in all directions.

			Getting to her feet, Kyus brushed herself off and headed through the trees until she came through to a clearing. A series of small wooden shacks dotted the area and she headed to the one hidden by a small hill. This was the place she had prepared for her and Shaya if things ever went wrong.

			She entered and examined the space, checking the supplies and ensuring everything had remained untouched. A thick coat of dust lay heavy on the floor and sparse furnishings, but nothing had changed.

			She’d stored some preserved food, which would keep her for the time being, and thankfully she’d kept a small wardrobe with practical clothes.

			Kyus sunk down onto the chair and allowed her racing heartbeat to slow.

			She had escaped.

			
***

			


			It took nearly a month before Kyus was ready to leave the shack.

			She had to make herself inconspicuous before she started walking around Rucevale. Even though the country was located in the Central part of the Western Lands, far from Eiros in the East and Cleyanti in the North West, distance only mattered if you didn’t have portals. The prince would likely have patrols in every country looking for her. And making herself less noticeable took time.

			Among the nobles, she made sure she stood out, made herself seem credible and behaved like someone who had money and influence. Most of the nobility were in awe of scholars, so her reading, writing, and intellectual opinions impressed them, but being viewed as a beautiful woman as well as having those skills allowed her access to the highest level of society. And it had worked.

			For the two years before she met the prince, she’d treated her hair and dyed it an intense cherry-red that complemented the deep reddish-brown of her skin. Coupled with elaborate hairstyles, elegant fashion, and a keen mind, she became the center of attention within the nobility—vibrant and different, and instantly identifiable. Once the prince wanted her at his side, eventually her hair became synonymous with his presence.

			So now that had to change.

			Over the month, she gradually washed the treatment out and dyed it black, darker than her original mahogany, keeping it natural and coily. Another thing she did was lose a bit of weight. The Kyus everyone knew was shapely, with round hips and thick thighs. But if Elion was looking for her, she had to change that too. Within the month, she limited her food intake and until she could put on some of the plainer clothes in the cabin and not recognize herself.

			At first the isolation at the cabin calmed her, helped her find comfort in her memories of Shaya and their life over the years. Shaya had loved their gardens and was becoming excellent in her potion craft. But grief surfaced and overwhelmed Kyus every-so-often, especially when she thought about Shaya’s potential suffering. Pushing it away, she thought about the prince—his teasing smile, his appraising looks, but more importantly, the shocking way he’d dominated her at the castle. Across the years of their time together, that brutal claiming had been the most thrilling, the most delicious, and surprisingly, the most comfortable. She didn’t try to understand why—it didn’t matter. But she missed him too.

			Early one morning, she used a portal to travel to Wrale, an adjacent country, to visit a market she went to whenever she needed sensitive information.

			“I’m surprised to see you here.” Linne had already set up her booth and was sitting in her chair, sipping hot wine and watching some of the other merchants when Kyus approached. As an older woman who sold trinkets and toys, she mainly enjoyed gossiping and nagging the younger market sellers. But throughout her life, Linne had traveled across the known Lands building strong relationships with trusted contacts.

			“Why?” Kyus shouldn’t have been surprised Linne recognized her despite the weight loss, hair color, and lack of fine fashion.

			Linne shifted her chair and raised a dark-grey brow. “The prince has been looking for you.”

			Kyus stared at her, then glanced up and scanned the market again. “What?”

			“He’s being discreet about it, but you know me. I hear things.” She examined Kyus with a keen eye and gestured to her hair and clothing. “I see you are trying to avoid him. What happened?”

			“Nothing you need to worry about,” Kyus said briskly.

			“Tried on your wedding dress yet?”

			Kyus ignored her. Linne was always fishing for information—that was why she was the best. “I need to know how to get to the Southern Lands.”

			Linne leaned back in her chair. “Impossible.”

			“It can’t be. Tell me how.”

			 “No one knows,” Linne insisted. “Hundreds of ships have been lost at sea trying to find those Lands. Not a soul has had success, and those who’ve tried come back insisting nothing’s out there. The Southern Lands are a mystery. Some say that they never even existed.”

			Kyus’ tone hardened. “I know that isn’t true. The king just had visitors from there. They definitely exist.”

			The woman shrugged. “That may be true, but unless you go back with them, it’s impossible to find them.”

			Kyus exhaled in frustration. She couldn’t accept that.

			Dragging a chair next to Linne, she dropped down into it and leaned over the arm. “Tell me, Linne.”

			Linne brushed imaginary dust from her skirt. “Hmm?”

			“I’ll pay whatever you want, just tell me.” Linne’s information was always good, but her exclusive knowledge was expensive. 

			“There’s only one person who knows more about the Southern Lands than anyone I’m aware of,” she said quietly, “but she is very difficult to see. It will be at least a month before she’ll meet.”

			Kyus cursed, tilted her face to the sky for a long moment. “How can I meet her?”

			“I can arrange it, but I’m not sure you’ll be able to afford it this time.” She slid a sideways glance at Kyus. “How wealthy are you if you no longer have the prince under your thumb?”

			Kyus resisted a heavy sigh. “What do you want?”

			“I want a higher-class merchant license.”

			Kyus opened her mouth and for a moment couldn’t speak. “What?”

			Linne nodded. “It’s time I moved on from here,” she said, gesturing to the marketplace. “This place has been good business for a long time, but now that the king is getting married and an Omega has been found, I want more security. As a higher-class merchant, I’d be more protected in case things get unsteady for a while.”

			“That’s not an easy thing to get,” Kyus almost snapped. “You are aware I don’t make these kinds of decisions?”

			“It’s not easy to get an audience with my contact either,” Linne snapped back. “You are practically married to the prince—of course you can make these decisions. You could do it quite easily.”

			“Maybe if I wasn’t trying to hide from him,” Kyus argued, dropping all pretense. “I cannot go back into the noble circle without him finding me.”

			“Of course you can,” Linne said, flapping her hand about. “You’re the best I’ve ever seen. You managed to get one of the most unlikely men in the Western Lands to fall in love with you and stay faithful for seven years.” She shot Kyus an admiring look. “In the thirty years I’ve been watching these Lands, you are the only one I know who could do something like that. So I know you can do this.”

			It took a moment for Kyus’ brain to catch up. “What? What do you mean? He’s not in love with—hang on. Why unlikely?”

			Linne chuckled. “That’ll cost you.”

			Kyus scowled.

			Linne gesturing around them. “The market is almost ready, you’re running out of time.”

			 “All right,” Kyus said. “So you just want the license?”

			“Yes. It would be good to have a carriage so I can travel again, and maybe an introduction to my first few customers, but the license is the main thing.”

			Kyus nodded and rose from her seat, then paused. “If I do this for you, you still need to protect—“

			“Omega interests. I know, I know,” Linne said. She leaned forward, suddenly somber. “Kyus, you know I will always be grateful for the protection you and your Mothers gave my Omega brother,” she said quietly. “He would be dead otherwise. Nothing I do will ever put any of you at risk.”

			Kyus softened into a smile. “All right. Be at the royal temple in DarRojan in three weeks. You’ll get your license then.”

			“Thank you, Kyus. I’ll get in touch with my contact as soon as I’m able. You’ll need to go to the Eastern Lands to meet her.”

			Kyus made a face. She hadn’t been to the Eastern Lands in years. “Where?”

			“I’ll send you where and when once I’ve spoken to her,” Linne said. “It will be a month from now.” 

			Kyus left the market in deep thought. Somehow she had to make this happen and avoid detection by the prince. It seemed impossible.

			
***

			


			Kyus planned her a brief re-entry into the noble circle.

			Events and parties took place all the time, but for her to get what Linne wanted, she had to be the Kyus they all knew. She begrudgingly accepted that with the prince she had influence, and if she went in disguise, there was a high likelihood she wouldn’t be allowed in.

			The trick would be to maintain her current appearance and meet with only one or two people who had the authority to obtain a license for Linne. The best person was a ruler who needed a constant supply of good quality information.

			Duke Valinor, ruler of DarRojan, third largest country in the Western Lands, was always looking for more information about the countries in the East, but he’d recently lost a known informant in a failed attempt to overthrow the king. He had never let on how much he relied on that informant, but Kyus had noticed how often they met, and their meetings always looked too covert for it to be a casual exchange. 

			It would be a good fit. Linne was excellent at information gathering. Her successful placement would also reflect well… no. Kyus caught herself in the thought. It wouldn’t matter how it reflected on her because she wouldn’t be coming back to the nobility once she got her sister back. In fact, she’d probably never see any of these people again.

			While researching, she sought out if there had been any news about her broken engagement with Prince Elion. Surprisingly, there was nothing. It unnerved her that he hadn’t made an announcement. Did that mean he wasn’t looking for her? Did it mean he was still planning on finding her and forcing her to marry him? The man she knew wouldn’t have kept the lie going, but he’d been acting so differently that she couldn’t rule anything out.

			For years she had been able to predict almost everything about him—the games he would gravitate to in the gambling house, what he drank, how much he drank, his favorite foods, the lord and dukes he favored, and the ones he hated. His difficult relationship with his brother and how he would act in front of him, his favorite shirt, the jokes he told, and the sudden sharpness in his eyes when he found something of interest that no one else noticed. And now she was suddenly unsure of everything she thought she knew.

			Maybe Elion wanted to hide the information for his own self-preservation. What kind of prince got tricked for so long by an Omega spy? He was probably concerned about losing all the influence and power he’d gained. It wasn’t like it would permanently destroy his reputation, though, not as a member of the royal family, but people would certainly talk.

			She did discover that since she escaped, the prince hadn’t been seen at any social gatherings or outings or royal events. It was either that or no one noticed him, which was impossible. The moment he entered a room he became a force, the most prominent person people gravitated to.  

			Maybe he was spending his time trying to find out more about her and dig through her deceptions, and if that took him away from the tavern in DarRojan where Valinor would be, that was fine with her. He’d eventually find out she had been here visiting, but she’d be long gone and there wasn’t anything he could do about it. 

			She bought a new dress in DarRojan that wasn’t as elaborate as her typical style and styled her hair differently, but still decorated her body in plenty of glittering gems and gold. If she could be in and out within an hour, she’d be one step closer to finding her sister.

			
***

			


			She entered the tavern on the arm of a noble called Temmen Mauray. He was one of the few who influenced Duke Valinor; although, their connection wasn’t well-known since Mauray was a quiet man who didn’t like to brag or attract attention to himself. Kyus had made note of their relationship years ago and filed it away for future use. She’d never asked Mauray for anything before, although she’d always made a point to greet him when she could.

			She also noticed how he looked at her. Most men desired her for her value—the prince’s fiancée carried a weight and status that few would ever reach, but Mauray seemed to be genuinely attracted to her, which meant when she sat next to him in a quiet corner of the tavern, presented the idea of Valinor hiring Linne, and dropped hints of the quality of information Linne had access to, he was willing to listen.

			He leaned in. “So she has a wide reach of information and knowledge about the East?”

			Kyus nodded. “And beyond. She’s been very precious to me, and you’re aware I always know things ahead of most other people.”

			Mauray chuckled. “I’m sure Valinor would be very interested in your sources.” He hesitated. “Although, I must admit, right now I am wondering why you have not been with Prince Elion lately.”

			“We’ve both been busy.”

			“I’m sure,” the Duke murmured. “With the king’s wedding fast approaching and your impending wedding, I’m sure it’s very busy for the royals right now.” He looked her over. “You look completely different without your red hair. Still beautiful, of course, but I do wonder about your reason for the change.”

			Kyus took a moment to sip her drink. This was exactly how gossip spread in the Western Lands, and whatever she said next would get back to the prince, as well as alerting everyone that she was no longer the redhead she once was.

			“Although, I admit,” Mauray added before she could respond, “I’m also confused about why the prince has allowed you to sit here with me for so long. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you away from his side on a busy night like this. He seems like he could do with some cheering up.”

			Alarm slammed into Kyus’ chest and her heartbeat thudded in her ears. The prince was here? She breathed shallowly, trying not to react. “Are you saying that I am not allowed to have friends and that the prince has hoarded me, Temmen?” she said in a teasingly accusing manner. “I can assure you I’m allowed to speak to you without him present.”

			He laughed, his fingers trembling as they rested on his leg. “I’ve just never seen it.”

			Kyus grinned, forcing herself to remain relaxed and get him back on task so she could get the license and get out. “Do you think Valinor will make use of my source, then? She’ll need accommodation in whatever country she chooses and a carriage, and of course, her high-class merchant license. I’m sure she’ll also only work for the duke if he offers her the right fee.”

			“I think he would certainly want to meet her,” Mauray replied. “I’ll speak to him now. I’ll be back shortly.”

			“Good,” Kyus said as he rose. “She’ll be at the royal temple next week if he’d like to secure her services.”

			After Mauray left in search of the duke, Kyus swept the tavern again for the prince, this time more carefully. She’d done it when she first arrived, but hadn’t seen him—how could she have missed him?

			It was then she spotted him on the other side of the room, sitting at a table reserved for him. He was alone. Even from this distance, she could see he was tense and solemn, just as serious and as furious as he had been the day her sister was taken. No drinks or empty glasses on the table and no one approached him. A few furtive glances were directed at him from the crowd, but he barely noticed them. He simply sat glaring out into the room, but it was clear to her he was staring at nothing.

			Kyus turned away, squaring her back to him in case he happened to glance in her direction. With her change in weight and hair color, she was confident she wouldn’t be recognizable from the back. All she needed to do was secure this agreement and then she could leave quietly—he’d never know she’d been there.

			It felt like hours before Mauray returned, but when he did, it was with good news. Valinor was desperate to meet Linne and happy to pay her a higher fee to retain her exclusive services. Kyus thanked him, complimented him, and graciously bid him farewell.

			Rising slowly, she navigated toward the door, trying to ensure she didn’t go into the prince’s line of sight. But as she reached the exit, a hand grabbed her elbow and tugged her toward one of the tables. She landed on the knee of a lord, this time an Alpha, Lord Kenley, who had always been overly flirtatious with her.

			“Oh! I didn’t realize that was you, Kyus,” he said in shock, then gave her a look of appraisal as she tried to regain her balance on his knee. “I must say, black suits you just as deliciously as red.”

			Kyus inclined her head. “I’m glad you think so, my lord. I’m trying to decide which one is better for my wedding.”

			The Alpha snorted. “Are you sure you still want to get married? Prince Elion has been in a foul mood for weeks. I thought you’d left him.” The lord raised his drink to his lips, watching for her reaction.

			Kyus tutted. “Why would you think that?” She shot him a disapproving look. “You know he wouldn’t like you discouraging me from marrying him, and he certainly wouldn’t approve of me sitting here.”

			The Alpha chuckled. “True. I guess he’s warned me before. I should listen.” Yet his hand tightened on her as if to prevent her from getting up.

			Kyus frowned. Elion had warned this lord?

			“But I’ve never seen him in such a foul mood like he has been recently,” he continued. “Prince Elion is usually more light-hearted than his brother.”

			That’s exactly what Elion wanted them to think.

			“But now he’s worse. It’s hard to get through to him. I’ve even sent women over there and he refused them! What man sits on his own on a night like this, angry and sullen? It brings everyone’s mood down.”

			A strange sensation flickered in her chest. He’d sent women to Elion? Against her better judgment, she glanced over at him. He was still staring off into the distance.  

			Why did Elion turn them away? Even if he didn’t want to announce their engagement was off, now would be the perfect time for him to signal he was available, or at least let other women know he wasn’t going to be faithful to Kyus. He could then start rumors of the breakdown of their relationship from there. What was he waiting for?

			But even as she wondered about that, she thought back to what Linne said. Had Elion really been faithful to her for the entire seven years? It seemed unlikely. She’d assumed he hadn’t, and she’d never expected it because she was deceiving him. It seemed fair to let him do as he pleased. As long as it wasn’t obvious, she’d forced herself not to think about it.

			“Had you sent women over to him before that he’d accepted?” she asked.

			“Now, don’t get fussy, Kyus,” Lord Kenley warned. “I’d never do anything like that if you were sitting with him. And you’ve been with him all the time. I just thought he might want some company if he didn’t want to speak to any of us.”

			Kyus gave him a wary look.

			The lord placed a thick hand on her back and drew her closer to him. She pushed on his chest, trying to keep a distance between them, uncomfortable with being so close.

			“Come now, if you can sit on my lap,” he said, his eyes lowering to her dress, “then you shouldn’t be upset for someone to sit on the prince’s lap.”

			Before Kyus could respond, bright colors flashed in the air and the Alpha’s body stiffened, his head flinging back and hitting the wall. Choking sounds erupted from his throat, and his eyes widened until they bulged.

			His friends next to him cried out in alarm, but Kyus, still sitting on his lap, she observed him for a moment, her heart wild in her chest. Someone was using magic to choke him.

			A hand grabbed her arm and dragged her off the Alpha’s lap.

			Elion pulled her to him, fury rolling off him. “What the fuck are you doing on his lap?”

			A thrill jolted through her, her body coming alive at the sight of his anger and dominance.

			“Answer me!” he bellowed.

			Kyus’ mouth tightened. She couldn’t understand why she had this reaction to him, but it was annoying. “Let go of me.”

			The coughing and spluttering coming from the lord worsened. His eyes were stained red and his face turned a bluish purple.

			“Let him breathe!” she cried at Elion.

			He didn’t answer or even look at him.

			The lord’s head jerked with a sickening snap, and he went still.

			Kyus stared at the lord’s deformed neck, horrified, but the prince was already pulling her against him, half-dragging, half-carrying her to the private rooms reserved for royalty at the back of the tavern.

			Kyus couldn’t speak, dazed by shock. Of everything she knew about the prince, nothing she’d witnessed in their years together ever suggested he could kill so casually. Something had to be wrong with him. How could anyone do that and not even blink? If there really was something wrong with him, she may not be able to escape so easily this time.

			He threaded through the tables, taking Kyus with him, and she didn’t fight him, partly shocked to even speak and partly to protect anyone else from being hurt.

			But it seemed clear that no one was going to intervene. A hush descended over the tavern as more people became aware of what was happening, even the musicians stopped playing.

			Elion burst through one of the royal rooms and pulled her in front of him. His lips crashed onto hers and he gathered her against him, thick arms cradling her as he kissed her deep and powerfully.

			Kyus allowed herself to kiss him back. The feel of him rousing parts of her that had pined for him over the last month.

			He forced her backward until the corner of a table hit her bottom. Lifting her and placed her on it, and reached under her dress to pull off her panties.

			Kyus hesitated. As much as she missed him, did she want to go that far? She couldn’t think properly with the shock that still lingered from what she’d witnessed him do, but her pause didn’t escape the prince’s notice.

			With a displeased growl, he grabbed her throat and pushed her down on the table, angling her legs around his waist.

			“That lord has always been too fucking familiar with you,” he said as he unbuckled himself. “Where else did he touch you?”

			“That hardly matters now.” Kyus panted, finally finding her voice. “Why did you kill him?”

			“I don’t need him any longer.”

			Kyus gaped at him. “I’ve never known you to kill anyone. Are you going to kill all the nobles if they look at me the wrong way?”

			Bringing her bottom to the edge of the table, Elion fixed himself at her entrance and slowly eased his way in. Kyus winced, trying to adjust to his length and girth as he sought to reach deeper.

			Once fully seated, he released her neck and tore open her dress with such violence, she clenched around him. He leaned over her, his hands on the table, his eyes locked onto hers.

			“Do you know what I’ve realized this last month, Kyus?” Once again, the seriousness of his demeanor unnerved her. She shook her head, a tinge of fear ran up her spine, unsure what had caused his violent behavior.

			“There are a lot of people who have been taking me for granted, seeing me as the reasonable brother, the one they can try to fool and deceive. You did,” he said, his eyes darkening, “and many others sitting out there try to take advantage, too.”

			“But you’ve always enjoyed the back-and-forth,” Kyus said, the tremble in her words betraying her nerves. “You’ve always taken pleasure in deceiving them without them realizing it.”

			“And now I’ll take pleasure in doing it as brutally and as obviously as I can,” he barked. “I told Kenley numerous times to watch the way he speaks to you, and instead he chose to touch you. You are mine. You have been mine since you arrived. If Alphas think they can touch you when I am in the fucking room, it is obvious I’m not making myself clear enough.” His fury seeped into the space around them and his beautiful scent, laden with darkness and aggression saturated the air. “I won’t allow anyone to disrespect me again, Kyus, including you. If you want me to be the Alpha I really am, then I will. But you won’t like it. And neither will they.” He slapped her thigh hard. “Now fucking open!”

			She obeyed without even thinking—her arousal peaking, slick dripping from where they were joined. When he began slamming her into the table, hard and rough, she tried not to let the pure velocity of his pounding make her forget why she had to escape him when this was all over. But ultimately, the intoxication was more powerful.

			She reluctantly submitted, trying to reserved a piece of herself so she could focus on what was important, which was getting away from him, but he worked on her with his kisses, his growls, and his touch, until she happily gave him everything.

			And could no longer remember that she was, in fact, his prisoner once more.


		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Kyus woke, gradually aware of a dull pulsing ache in her body and a sour taste in her dry mouth.

			Moaning, she rolled over and instantly knew something was wrong. Cold, rough stone rubbed against her bare skin, and cool metal weighed on her wrists. A strange tremble in her stomach made her feel weak and hollow.

			Disoriented, she elbowed herself up to a sitting position and tried to draw on magic, but it didn’t respond. That could only mean one horrifying thing. She was back in Eiros.

			She glanced around the room, trying to orient herself. With only one lantern on one of the stone walls and no windows, darkness smothered most of it.

			“Drink.”

			Her head snapped toward the voice. She could just make out the outline of a man in a shadowy corner, leaning back in a chair, watching her. Elion. She would know his profile anywhere.

			Glancing down, she realized she was naked and thick manacles circled around her wrists, attaching her by chain to the wall opposite him. “Where am I?”

			“I said, drink.” He gestured to a tray by the wall nearest her that had a large tankard of water.

			Kyus stared at the water for a moment and then returned her gaze to him, drawing up her knees and wrapped her arms around them.

			The last thing she remembered was orgasming against a wall while he gripped her hips and shunted his knot into her from behind. And that had been after hours of thrusting, clenching, and screaming—she’d barely been able to stand. After that, she must have fallen asleep on his knot.

			The tremble in her stomach strengthened and she hugged her knees closer, trying to breathe through it.

			In all the years she’d been stationed in the Western Lands, Kyus had never been overwhelmingly afraid. She’d never shed a single tear unless it was intentional, and took steps to manage her nerves and anxiety by attempting to guarantee positive outcomes through her work. Her life had always been meticulous and controlled. 

			But her reaction to Elion truly scared her. She couldn’t understand it—her blocks were definitely still in place otherwise she would’ve been able to smell all the Alphas in the tavern. Yet, with Elion, one small whiff and she became a mindless submissive with a craving to be knotted—a mess of instincts and need. The thought of how eagerly she’d wanted him darkened her mood into a grim despair.

			If she couldn’t control herself around him, how was she supposed to escape? How was she going to get to Shaya? He could keep her here for days and use her body against her, and she couldn’t see how to prevent it. After a life of such discipline, she was suddenly flailing in a void of uncertainty, confusion, and fear, and this kind of fragility could incapacitate her.

			Elion said nothing more, just watched her from his chair.

			Kyus had been imprisoned before and knew what to expect, but she couldn’t think properly. Her mind was an exhausted muddle. She also couldn’t anticipate the prince’s behavior anymore. He was angry and extreme, willing to do anything to punish her for deceiving and escaping him.

			She didn’t know how long they sat—the silence expanding between them, until finally, he rose from his chair, strode to the door, and left.

			Kyus slumped onto the floor, wrestling with her emotions so she could a plan a way out.

			In what seemed like a few hours, he was back.

			Standing in front of his chair, he began casting under his breath, drawing on magic. Once formed, bright and striking, the strands of magic darted toward her, targeting various parts of her body.

			Once the attack was over, he’d cast again, and he did multiple rounds over hours.

			Each time one interacted with her, there was a different result. Sometimes the magic would flare along her skin or bump against her, other times felt like a thousand probing needles or a soft brush along her body.

			Similarly, the effects of the magic were drastically different each time—sometimes it left her with an incredible amount of pain, sometimes there was none or a very little. Other times it left her drowsy, exhausted or numb. Once, the magic spread a burning sensation so fierce, it was like she was being burned alive. A few times, he bought an old book with him covered in ancient markings. He read from it, flicking through the pages to examine the words before casting again.

			Day after day, Elion came into the cell and attacked her using different spells, but there was no consistency and he never interrogated her. Kyus couldn’t figure out the purpose of this punishment.

			She completely lost track of time. It was impossible to count the days in a windowless room, especially when her meals were so inconsistent. Trays of food appeared in a corner of the room at various intervals. Sometimes they came frequently, and other times she was starving before the next one. This was a common tactic used to disorient prisoners, and this time it was working. She ate to maintain her strength and clarity in case an opportunity to escape arrived, but she still didn’t have a plan.

			With her emotion so raw and grim, the isolation was getting to her. Usually, if she was having a difficult day, she’d chat with Shaya about her work in their gardens or remind Elion about something they’d found funny recently. Even if she didn’t have anyone to talk to straight away, she’d plan and organize her week or treat herself—generally, she’d find ways to make herself feel better. But it was impossible this time, and although Elion came to her cell every day, sometimes multiple times, he never spoke to her. She tried speaking to him, reminding him of their life and asking questions, but he ignored her. He didn’t even attempt having sex with her again, which was both a relief and a disappointment.

			One day after he’d left, she remembered that she was supposed to meet Linne’s contact within a month of their last conversation and while she didn’t know how much time had passed, it could have easily been more than a month, maybe even two. She was no closer to getting out of Elion’s hold since the first day she arrived.

			Dismay hit her so hard, she burst into tears. 

			She couldn’t image what Shaya must be going through. It was Kyus’ fault, all of it. And now, she couldn’t even figure out how to rescue her. For the first time since her sister was taken, Kyus faced the reality that she might not get Shaya back or even be able to reach her. Grief twisted in her chest, tearing at her like barbed wire and raking up all emotions she’d suppressed with the belief she could save her sister.

			But while she was here, she couldn’t.

			She’d failed.

			
***

			


			Someone grabbed her arm and dragged her up to her feet.

			“Kyus.” 

			Kyus kept her eyes closed, enjoying the dark peace she’d found, but the hand shook her.

			“Kyus!” It was him. He sounded angry again. “Why aren’t you eating?”

			Inhaling a shaking breath, she opened her eyes and let her tears escape.

			Elion’s beautifully stern face loomed over her. His shoulder-length hair was a little messy today, but he’d kept his beard neat, at least. Whatever he saw in her eyes made him freeze. His features closed in slightly and he examined her face. “Kyus?”

			She couldn’t stop her lip from trembling, but it didn’t matter. There was a time she’d never let him see her cry, but all that changed the day Shaya was taken.

			“Kyus.” This time her name was a soft murmur, almost like the way he used to say it. His fingers brushed away her tears.

			He lifted her into his arms and moved to sit down against the wall. He fixed her in his lap and cuddled her into his chest, still watching her closely.

			Then he raised a spoon of food to her lips. When she didn’t open, he pushed it in, forcing her to eat spoonful after spoonful until she opened her mouth willingly. Then he forced her to drink.

			Kyus let him do whatever he wanted. She wasn’t sure how long she hadn’t been eating, but she found comfort in the gnawing sensation of starvation. It was easier to open her mouth and eat so he would go away. Then she could return to her nothingness. But after he stopped feeding her, he didn’t move. He kept her in his arms, against her chest, looking down at her.

			She closed her eyes, unwilling to meet the gaze of her captor, but deep rumbly vibrations rose in his chest, and her eyes snapped open again. He was purring.

			Frowning, she looked up at him. Was this another manipulation? The Alpha purr was known to be soothing and comforting to Omegas. In some cases, it was like a drug. She couldn’t tell if the purr was a tactic to disorient her but before she could think it through, the vibrations seeped into her, sinking deep enough to jostle the thorny coil of jumbled emotions that weighed on her.

			Kyus sighed and clung to him.

			Over the next period of time, Elion stayed in her cell, holding her against his chest, purring for her, and feeding her as soon as her meals appeared.

			Nothing was said between them, yet the intimacy of their small and limited interaction seemed to morph their relationship beyond the anger and confrontation it had become. Kyus wasn’t sure how. They’d been intimate before, but never like this. She’d never been so emotionally vulnerable and he’d never purred. Could that make such a significant difference? It seemed so.

			As the tangle of her lingering depressive state faded into a more manageable pressure, she noticed how keenly he watched her. It was constant, as though he was trying to reach into her brain and draw out her thoughts. 

			Then one day, he spoke. “I’ve realized I know nothing about you.”

			Kyus started and looked up at Elion, surprised. He watched her with that unreadable expression, but he was relaxed, his voice calm.

			“Before the day your sister was taken, you never mentioned family or even your training as a scholar—you’ve never talked about your life before you showed up in the Western Lands. And I haven’t found anything about you. I can’t figure out how you managed to be considered part of the nobility when you have no traceable lineage or family here. You simply appeared one day and everyone decided to take you seriously.”

			Kyus didn’t respond. There was nothing to say.

			“After I found out about what you really are, I spoke to my brother. He seems to think that you used the chaos of the Western Lands, and the general dislike of the royal family, to slip your way into a position of influence.” He exhaled. “Of course, he thinks I should have seen it. He believes I was easily fooled.”

			Kyus looked for any sign of the bitter anger that had rolled from him before, but it had been replaced with a guarded reflectiveness.

			“Over the last month, I wondered how I could’ve been,” he said after a moment. “Every interaction we had, every joint decision we made, every night out with the nobility… the more I think about it, the more I realize I wasn’t easily fooled at all. You put a lot of time and effort into it.” He tilted his head. “Tell me why. Why was it so important to your Mothers that you get into a relationship with me?”

			Kyus’ eyes widened. “What did you say?” she rasped.

			Elion just watched her. “You didn’t think I would investigate you? Wouldn’t I want to know everything about the woman who managed to deceive me for so long?”

			Kyus looked away, her heartbeat thrumming.

			“My understanding is that most Omega spies locate Omega children so they can be protected. That’s clearly not what you were doing. So I want to know...” Elion used a finger to turn her head back to him. “Did they tell you to accept my marriage proposal?”

			Kyus shook her head. “No. It wasn’t like that.”

			“Tell me what it is like.”

			“Elion…” She struggled to find words for a moment. “What does it matter now? You have me as your prisoner.”

			“And now I want the truth. I want to understand it.”

			Kyus swallowed. He wanted to know how to protect himself in the future, which was understandable. She had no reason to hide any of that from him now, not now that Amara was queen. “I was tasked with being the main contact in the Western Lands,” she began. “I was the most experienced at the time and they needed someone who could hide in plain sight. The Western Lands has always been the most dangerous place for Omegas, as you know. The reason for that wasn’t just random violence, it was a systematic abusive culture that held Omegas in no higher regard than breeding mares. And the royal family has always been implicit in that since the last Omega queen died over a hundred years ago.”

			“I know all this,” Elion said irritably.

			“The Mothers wanted a permanent contact here so they could keep informed about the political and cultural environment. That’s what I was.”

			“And how did I play a part in that?” Tension weighted Elion’s words. “Did they tell you to target me?”

			“No. When I met you, I realized the kind of access I could get—leaders of all the countries of the Western Lands, political conflicts, social unrest. There was so much great information that helped us to get Omegas out safely. So I took that advantage of that but… the Mothers never knew I had a connection with you.”

			“Why not?”

			Kyus didn’t know how to answer. Finally she said. “It just didn’t feel right.”

			Elion was quiet for a long moment. “Then why were you going to marry me? Why would you continue this facade?”

			Kyus shook her and shrugged. “It seemed to make sense. It was a natural progression for our relationship.”

			“And you would have chained yourself to a man you didn’t love for your Mothers’ task?” A hard edge appeared in his tone.

			“No.” Kyus’ voice was a whisper. She closed her eyes for a moment, preparing for that kick of hurt before continuing. “I would have chained myself to a man that didn’t love me to maintain a home for my sister and support the Omega cause.”

			“You said this before,” Elion said, displeasure twisting his face. “I cannot understand it. I’ve been with you for years, Kyus, and you believe that I don’t love you? You think my previous relationship is more important to me than this one when it didn’t even last half as long?”

			“You are comfortable with me. It’s not the same as love.”

			“Don’t tell me what I feel,” he thundered. “I wouldn’t marry just anyone. No one in our family can marry casually, you know that.”

			“Yet you know nothing about me,” she shot back at him. “And you’re only realizing that now. Seven years later.”

			He glared at her, but didn’t respond. What could he say? He’d shown her plenty of times that his previous relationship was his priority. But since they were talking, she had questions for him too.

			“When you found out the truth about me, why didn’t you let me go with the tribe? Could you not see how young Shaya was and the danger she was putting herself in? I don’t understand how anyone could be so cruel to let that happen.”

			“If I was preparing to marry you, why would you think I’d let you be taken?” His voice thundered around the cell. “You blame me for your sister volunteering to go, but if you’d told me who she was, instead of pretending she was just your handmaid all that time, I would’ve been better prepared to help her. You are partly to blame.”

			“Of course I am to blame!” Kyus almost yelled at him. “Do you think the guilt doesn’t weigh on me? I am completely to blame that I raised such a selfless young woman who looked at the savage, foreign Alpha and chose to go with him so I could stay here and continue this “facade,” as you call it, with you. What I don’t understand is why you saw what was happening and allowed it? I’m old enough to handle it, she wasn’t.”

			A calmer expression stole over Elion’s face. “So your sister believed our relationship was real? She didn’t know about your true job?”

			“No, she knew about what I did and why I was in the Western Lands.”

			“But she still thought we were real?”

			Kyus sighed in frustration. “Yes. She is convinced we are. I didn’t realize how deeply.”

			Elion went silent again, but Kyus continued.

			“I need an answer, Elion,” she said cautiously. “Could you not see what you were condemning her to? Are you really without empathy or care?”

			Elion glanced down at her, his jaw hard. “You know I’m not a good person, Kyus. You are probably more aware of my family history than most others, and even what is common knowledge is horrendously bad. If you’re asking if I have no empathy or care, the answer is no. I don’t. I have done things to my own brother that would shock you—it’s why our relationship is so difficult. But that is the way it is in the Visant line. We are bred selfish, to care only about ourselves. That is how we achieve great success.” He paused, seemingly gathering his thoughts. “I knew that your sister going with the tribe wouldn‘t be great for her, but the simple fact is, I cannot be without you. You have been mine for seven years, and apart from those six months you disappeared on me because of some mystery illness, you’ve been with me the whole time. No one is taking you away from me, and I’m never giving you up.

			“Even after you escaped the castle, I started convincing my brother to let me use his both his magical army and his new warriors to track you down. I wouldn’t have rested until I found you.”

			His raw honesty cooled the air in her lungs, and she was unable to turn away from the fierce gaze in his eyes. Elion held no regret or remorse about anything he was saying.

			“Nothing was the same with you gone,” he continued. “You’re the only woman that has shared my bed since the time we met, and there is no circumstance in which I would give you up. That is not possible for me. I understand that you care about your sister, and that you didn’t trust me enough to tell me about her, but it doesn’t change that if I had to choose anyone to go with that Alpha, I wouldn’t care who went as long as it wasn’t you.”

			While there was a dark thrill in hearing his words, Kyus’ heart sunk. She had made herself too comfortable to him and now he couldn’t let her go. “My whole life has been about helping Omegas, Elion. It’s been about reducing suffering at all costs. How can you expect me to be happy with you when you’re too selfish to care about that?”

			“You’ve already been happy with me, knowing exactly what I am,” he said sharply. “You may have convinced yourself you did it under the guise of accessing information for your Mothers, but that is a lie.”

			“It is not!”

			“They didn’t tell you to be with me, Kyus. You had no obligation to carry this on for so many years or commit yourself to marriage. Even your sister saw the truth.”

			Kyus’ heart hammered against her ribs, heavy and erratic. “You can believe whatever you want,” she snapped. “But you’re fooling yourself if you think this is what love is.” She gestured around them. “Locking me a cell and experimenting with ways to torture me.”

			Elion frowned. “I’m not trying to torturing you.”

			“And for your information, I would have gone with that Alpha,” she said firmly, ignoring him. “Nothing would have made me give up my sister for you.”

			“Yes, maybe out of sisterly duty you would have gone,” Elion said irritably. “You’ve been trained to think of others, and she is your blood. You even talk about her like she’s a child, even though she is old enough to have her own Alpha.

			Shock slammed into Kyus at the thought.

			“But I assure you, Kyus. You would have suffered greatly without me.”

			Anger crept into her, narrowing her eyes and tightening her mouth. The corner of Elion’s mouth curled up as he watched her, but Kyus couldn’t see what was so fucking funny. “I admit I have been in love with you for years,” she said, her voice stiff and tight. “But that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t have survived without you, especially when I know your heart is elsewhere.”

			Elion’s smirk disappeared.

			“I would have made peace with whatever would have happened to me in the Southern Lands. Maybe I would have even found love. Either way, I wouldn’t have been destroying myself over the memory of you.”

			Elion’s nose flared, like it did when he was furious back in their castle bedroom, and for some reason, it was a comfort. “You would, Kyus, because you’re my true mate.”

			Kyus’ breath stopped, pangs of alarm, shock, longing hitting her all at once. She stared at him, searching his face for any hint of amusement or smirk, but there was none. “What did you say?” she breathed when she could find her voice

			“We are mates.”

			“We can’t be.”

			“We are,” he insisted. “Why do you think we can scent each other, even on a faint level while you’re blocked? I spoke to my brother. He experienced the same with his Omega.”

			“No. I-I… I don’t believe….” But even as the words left her lips, she realized it could be true. Alphas and Omega who are true mates had a stronger connection and could sense each other through magical blocks.

			“But we’ve been together for seven years and never sensed anything before,” she pointed out.

			“Malloron thinks that’s because we haven’t been true to ourselves. I never allowed my Alpha instincts to dominate me—I suppressed a lot of that using magical drugs.”

			Kyus made a noise of disgust. “Why?”

			He held her gaze. “I needed to be different from my brother to have the control over the nobility I’ve gained. I’m older than Malloron, but he was the one selected for the throne and ultimately gained more power over the Lands than all of his siblings. We were not… kind to him. I needed to ensure I could survive his rule by cultivating my own power over the nobility, but I couldn’t be a stereotypical Alpha to do that.” He paused. “The revelation about you made me unable to control that. And you… you’ve been different as well.”

			Kyus stared at him, stunned. She couldn’t deny that Elion had been much more appealing when he behaved more like a typical Alpha. Maybe it was like that for him too. Maybe when she submitted to him in the height of her desire that was satisfying for him. But if they were true mates, what did that mean…. Did it make a difference? She sucked in a breath and then let it out slowly. No, it didn’t.

			She glanced up to meet Elion’s eyes. “Even if we were true mates, it wouldn’t change anything. You’re still who you are, I’m still who I am. How can we be any different?”

			“Because we are different, Kyus. We’ve both been trying to be different people, but if we were to be with each other, without anything else interfering, we’d be better than we’ve ever been.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“There is nothing, nothing, that my previous relationship would have given me that is superior to what you give me, even with your blocks. I know you feel you aren’t as important, but it’s not true. That was… solely about my brother, not you. I didn’t realize how much it had been interfering with your opinion of me.” He watched her closely. “Also… I haven’t been trying to torture you in here. I’ve been trying to remove your blocks.”

			Kyus’ mouth dropped open. “What?”

			“When you have no blocks, we’ll be able to scent each other properly and you’ll be willing to bite me and create our bond. And then you’ll know truly how I feel about you.”

			Kyus was so stunned, she couldn’t speak for a moment. He’d been trying to forcibly remove her blocks so he could entice her to bond with him? The idea was fucking grotesque. The one great thing about the bond was that Omegas had to initiate it first, but it didn’t stop Alphas trying to manipulate them into it, just like Elion was trying to do. “How dare you!” she cried, finally finding words. “It’s my choice who I make myself vulnerable to, Elion. And who I bond with.”

			Elion glared at her. “There is no choice! I am the only one for you. You’ve hidden yourself from me in multiple ways, Kyus. I have every right to uncover this one thing that could save us.”

			“You can’t just remove my blocks. It’s dangerous!”

			“I know Omegas use magic differently, but you know my family has centuries of ancient knowledge about magic, Kyus. It was worth trying.”

			“At risk of killing or permanently damaging me?” Kyus shook her head. “This is what I mean, Elion. You risked seriously hurting me just so use my instincts to manipulate me.”

			“It’s not like you would ever have removed them yourself, Kyus,” he bellowed. “You’re willing to get yourself killed to save your sister—what’s the difference if it happens while I’m trying to make you realize how much you belong with me?”

			Kyus glared at him. “That might be how you think, Elion. But if the risk of killing me is a reasonable option for you, there is nothing more that can convince me that we do not belong together.”

			Elion exhaled harshly, breaking their gaze. He didn’t speak for a long while. He brooded for so long, Kyus was drowsy and almost asleep against him when he spoke again.

			“When I spoke to my brother, he said he isn’t interested in punishing you,” he said, calmer. “He has always seen you as mine anyway, so you’re my problem. But I’m sure he’d change his mind if you knew you planned to disrupt the exchange he made with the Southern Lands tribe.”

			Kyus blinked up at him warily.

			“So, if you were to get your sister back, where would you go? What would you do? How would you escape both my brother and the tribe?”

			Kyus breathed shallowly, hardly believing he was entertaining such a conversation. “Of course, I wouldn’t be able to stay here. I don’t know where I’d go yet, but I’d have to leave.”

			He nodded, his expression thoughtful and his words slow. “If I release you and return you to our home in Cleyanti, if I watch over you and protect you while you go against the crown to get your sister, will you come back to me willingly?”

			Kyus’ brow rose. “I cannot promise that, Elion. I… I would need to see what my sister needs from me.”

			“I don’t know if I can accept that answer, Kyus,” he growled. “Nothing in this Land will mean anything if you disappear. I won’t be able to bear it.”

			Kyus placed a palm on his face. “I appreciate that you even asked me,” she murmured.

			“You didn’t say yes,” he glowered.

			Kyus suppressed a smile. “That’s not how it works, Elion.” She traced her fingers over his lips, smiling up at him. “I might not be able to give you an answer now, but I can promise you that if you did those things, you’d be much closer to the man I’d want to be my true mate.”


		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Kyus sat next to Shaya, watching her as she slept. She was finally back home in her own bed.

			The last few months had been filled with an incredible amount of work and anxiety, but at least she’d gotten a result. She rearranged another meeting with Linne’s contact, and even though she wasn’t able to go to the Southern Lands, she found out where she could speak to Southern Landers who visited the Eastern Lands. Shaya had been told Kyus had been looking for her and found a way to connect with her.

			Kyus’ heart had almost burst when she saw her, her joy bright and warm when she hugged her again after nearly a year of being apart.

			But she quickly realized that Shaya had changed. She’d always been beautiful. She was slimmer than Kyus, her skin tone about two shades lighter and thick, black hair. She’d had an innocence about her that was rare in the Western Lands, but now that was gone. Maturity clung to her like an unwanted guest, emphasizing the time that had passed and how much growing up she’d done while away.

			But what surprised Kyus the most was Shaya’s severe depression. Kyus expected her to go through some sort of emotional readjustment, but it was far beyond anything Kyus had imagined. Kyus taken her to the places she’d always been most happy, and it hadn’t improved her mood. She’d barely been able to get out of bed, yet Kyus had had to give her a potion to enable her to sleep. Something was seriously wrong.

			Finally, when Shaya slightly improved, Kyus had made her explain what happened while she was away. Everything had become clearer after that, but it complicated their choices.

			Prince Elion did everything he said he was going to do. After releasing her, he transported her back to their home in Cleyanti. She wasn’t sure if she could forgive him for the way he kept her in that cell and tried to forcibly remove her blocks, but at least he let her go. If he helped to protect her while she took her sister to safety, then she would be grateful to him.

			She agreed to keep up the pretense of her normal life so she wouldn’t attract the attention of the crown, but she insisted that he sleep at the castle so she could focus on what she needed to do. He wasn’t happy about it. She suspected he was having her watched.

			Elion’s demeanor stayed the same. He never returned to the playful, sarcastic, laid-back man he’d been before, at least not in front of her, though she barely saw him not. She couldn’t deny she missed him, both versions of him. He hadn’t touch her once since freeing her, and strangely, she started pining for him. A deep part of her was annoyed that he wasn’t pursing that with her, but she suspected he wanted her to see him differently. Thinking back to their conversation in the cell, she realized he’d had a slight air of desperation.

			Sometimes she was desperate herself—she missed his kisses, his domination, and his scent, no matter how faint, but she also knew he would be a severe distraction… maybe he knew it too.

			Shaya stirred in the bed and Kyus stroked her head to soothe her disturbed dreams. In their conversations, it was clear that she’d experienced horrendous things that Kyus never would have imaged. Her heart broke hearing what Shaya went through, but she was also immensely proud of her.

			The thing was, Kyus wasn’t sure they could just disappear any more, not with the tie Shaya now had to the Southern Lands. Also, Shaya was in love and her depression was in fact lovesickness.

			Shaya had been horrified at the idea. She asked Kyus how she knew.

			“I’m sure because I have experienced this ‘greyness’ before.” Kyus told her.

			“You have?”

			Kyus was quiet for a moment. “Do you remember when we lived in the cottage with the lake?”

			Shaya squinted and then nodded.

			“Do you remember when I was sick?”

			“You didn’t want me to treat you,” Shaya said slowly as she remembered. “You were adamant about it.”

			“No. Because I wasn’t physically sick. I was missing an Alpha,” Kyus said with a wry smile.

			Shaya slowly sat up, watching Kyus in disbelief. “You were… lovesick?”

			Kyus nodded.

			Shaya was speechless for a moment. “Elion?”

			Kyus nodded again.

			When she didn’t elaborate, Shaya squeezed her hand. “Tell me.”

			Kyus broke away from her inquisitive eyes and took a breath, trying to brace herself. “I was on a mission to infiltrate the high society of DarRojan, Cleyanti, and Eiros,” she began. “I was supposed to find out the weaknesses of many of the dukes so they could be used if we ever needed them. It took months to penetrate the inner circles. I went to many events, befriending people, winning their favor, connecting them with important people, and proving I had value, and eventually I met the prince.

			“He was, of course, incredibly charming.” Kyus smiled at the memory. “We debated about the effects and relevance of the royal family on the rest of the Western Lands and what the impact would be to the Land if there was no royal family at all. Our debate became heated, and I revealed that I knew more than I had ever let on to anyone else. I think he was both intrigued and offended by some of the points I made. I excused myself and made sure I avoided him for the rest of the event, but after that, everywhere I went, he sought me out to engage me further in discussion.” She paused, slightly surprised. She hadn’t remembered he’d done that. “It wasn’t long before I was in his bed. I told myself that it was just meaningless, something for me to do while I completed my mission to gain information, but I was fooling myself. I never once used him to gain access or knowledge about the other dukes or anyone else of importance unless it was about Omegas; I kept him completely separate from my mission.” She glanced at Shaya. “Good spies do not do that. They use everything at their disposal, all opportunities that arise, to get what they want. But I couldn’t even tell my superiors about him.”

			“Why?” Shaya whispered.

			Kyus shrugged. “At the time, I told myself it was because he wasn’t important. I would complete my mission and then move on, and it wouldn’t matter. But that wasn’t it. In reality, I wanted to keep him separate because he felt different to me. He felt real. The connection we had… I had never experienced it before, and I’m not just talking about sexually, although that was incredible. He was intelligent, and charming, and saw the world so differently. He had a terrible ego, of course, like all the royal men. But there was something vulnerable about him, something beneath the surface, something that was different from any other Alpha I had encountered. He didn’t let his ego overwhelm him. He was smarter than that, and it intrigued me.”

			Kyus was silent for a long moment. Was that vulnerability in Elion still there now that he wasn’t trying to be a muted version of himself? It was hard to tell. She’d never seen him angry before, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t still be vulnerable… hadn’t he been vulnerable when he asked her to go to him willingly?

			“And what happened?” Shaya asked, jolting her out of her thoughts.

			“Once I had reached the inner circles of the nobility,” Kyus said, her voice low, “I considered if I should maintain my relationship with him. It seemed as though we were well-suited, and I knew he wasn’t actively pursuing anyone else, which was unusual in the circles he traveled. Then, he invited me to this house and asked me if I wished to live here with him.” Kyus gave Shaya a knowing look. “It seemed as though it was too good to be true, but I didn’t question it. I was so happy that he felt the same way I did.” She took another breath, her body tensing as she continued. “But that evening we went to an event that the king was attending. They got into an argument, as I now know is usual for them. Elion began talking about his previous lover—who he hadn’t mentioned to me before. He fought with the king so hard about her all night, it took all his attention and energy. It was as though I didn’t exist. He talked about her as though she was so special and argued with the king for stealing her from him. And that’s when I realized that he was still in love with her.” Kyus swallowed at the memory. It had been a brutal way to find out about his past love. “Whenever I tried to speak to him that night, he brushed me off as though I was irrelevant. He didn’t even realize when I walked out of the event.”

			Kyus was silent for a moment as she shifted on the bed. “Of course I was distraught by the experience, but I wanted to hear from him exactly what his feelings were about his previous lover and about me. When I questioned him, he didn’t have an answer. I accused him of still being in love with her, and he didn’t deny it. He just kept going on about the king taking his women and making them fall in love with him. He demanded to know my feelings for the king and became wild with anger when I said that if he was still in love with his previous lover, it didn’t matter. He was more concerned about my feelings toward the king than about the fact that I was upset he was still in love with his previous lover—a Beta woman who had died.”

			Kyus looked at Shaya. “I knew I couldn’t compete with a dead woman. She will always be perfect in his eyes, and he seemed to have real deep-seated anger about the king taking her. I knew I would never be a priority for him, so I decided to leave him and continue on with my mission.” Kyus swallowed, shaking her head. “But it wasn’t that easy. When I came home after that conversation, I stopped speaking to him entirely.

			“The next day, I intended to check in with my superiors, but I found I couldn’t get out of bed. I couldn’t do anything. I felt betrayed and missed him so much—everything about him. I never knew I could be affected so much by his rejection, by choosing to step away from him, but I couldn’t cope, Shaya.”

			“But he never came to find you? Or speak to you?” Shaya asked, confused. “I don’t remember him ever coming to the cottage.”

			“He didn’t know where I lived,” Kyus responded, bitterness entering her voice. “I realized then that there was much he didn’t know or bother to find out about me. And I truly realized how much he did not care.”

			Shaya observed her, doubt on her face. “Why did you never tell him where you lived? Surely he must have wondered?”

			“I avoided it making it clear whenever we talked about my living situation,” Kyus said. “But it wasn’t as though he couldn’t find out if he really wanted to. He is the prince.”

			“Why didn’t you tell him?”

			“I couldn’t let him know where I lived and risk him finding out about you.” She held Shaya’s gaze. “You weren’t yet twelve. I had no idea what dynamic you would be, although I guessed that you would be an Omega. The neighboring families to us thought you were my daughter, and I didn’t confirm or deny it. I wanted to know for sure you were an Omega before I made any decisions about how I would introduce you to anybody. And of course, the prince of the Royal Visant family wasn’t someone I could introduce you to casually, especially not if I was going to be with him. I had to have a plan, and since your twelfth birthday was approaching, it wasn’t long to wait.” 

			Shaya digested the information. “So you never once told him that you had any family?”

			Kyus shook her head. “There was never any need to tell him anything, but it wasn’t as though he asked, Shaya. He had no interest in me beyond the bedroom.”

			“That’s not true, Kyus,” Shaya said, her voice firm. “I’ve seen him with you. He may have been… concerned over his dead lover, but he worships you.”

			“It may look like that,” Kyus said sharply, “but it’s not. With the royal family, it is all about appearances. He enjoys having a woman on his arm that people admire, someone who is able to negotiate and charm and twist others up with words just as successfully as he can. He enjoys the banter and battle of wits, and I had developed enough of a reputation that having me by his side made him look good. But it is all superficial.”

			The words rolled off her tongue so easily and so passionately, Kyus was shocked at herself. Was that a knee-jerk response? Was what she saying true or something she’d convinced herself so she’d feel better? The thought made her uncomfortable.

			“So what happened?” Shaya asked. “Obviously things changed? What made you recover from being lovesick?”

			“You,” Kyus said, smiling. She clasped Shaya’s hand in both of her own. “You didn’t know what was happening to me, and I could see that you were scared. I couldn’t let you down in that way, not after everything I promised to myself, our mother, and you. When you were born, I vowed to look after you and protect you, and I was letting this Alpha make me break my promise. So I forced myself to get up and get in touch with my superiors for my next mission. Unfortunately, they wanted me to stay in position. They gave me a team to manage and even suggested I build some kind of relationship with a member of the royal family.”

			“They didn’t know that you knew him?”

			“I told them I had encountered him a few times, but nothing more. They didn’t name him specifically, but said it would help to have someone who was close to anyone in the royal family. No one had managed to get close to any member of the family before. Even the Omegas they had in Eiros Castle were unable to penetrate higher levels. They felt with my standing in society that I could infiltrate where no one else had.”

			“So what did you do?”

			“What could I do? I was already committed to my work and to you. So I waited until you came into your dynamic and then moved to the main city in DarRojan.”

			Shaya nodded. She would probably remember the busy city. That was where she’d trained as trained as a servant and they had talked at length about how important it was to uphold that lie.

			“Within a week of us being there, Elion sought me out,” Kyus muttered. “I didn’t even agree to see him at first, but it was inevitable that I would. In the meantime, I tried to harden my heart as much as I could… within a few weeks, I was back to where I’d started. But you were doing so well,” she said, smiling. “You learned your duties and enjoyed meeting girls your age, but it was clear you were shy and not suited to the large city. I knew you would benefit from a quiet household. So I developed my relationship with him further, knowing I would never be his preferred choice.

			“Sometimes I was able to forget,” she added, “but every time he saw his brother, I was sharply reminded of it. It happened every time. I got used to expecting it.”

			“I find it hard to believe that he still feels that way,” Shaya said tentatively. “He is not putting on a show when he is here with you at home, Kyus.”

			Kyus smiled at her. Maybe that was true, but if Shaya hadn’t even suspected anything back then, that was a reflection of Kyus’ failure as her guardian. Even if she hadn’t been an Omega, the Western Lands is full of dishonesty and corruption. She should have prepared Shaya better. “He is a master of deception, just like his brother, but in a different way. Don’t let him fool you, Shaya. Anyway, it is not as though I didn’t have my secrets from him.”

			But later, when they were talking about Shaya’s Alpha, it seemed Shaya had been paying attention after all.

			“You say that Elion didn’t care about you,” she’d said, “but I can tell from the way he looks at you and the way he treats you that he does. I see the way he talks about you when you are not here, the things he does for you that you do not know, the tension in his body when he thinks you may not be happy, and the satisfaction on his face when he knows that you are. You have taught yourself to ignore those things because you think his heart is somewhere else, but I have seen them. I’ve seen them for years.

			It had been a shock to hear that, but if Shaya had noticed those things, then maybe she was right. Maybe Kyus had already trained herself to not see signs of Elion’s feelings. 

			After that, when she and Shaya discussed where they would go, it became apparent how entrenched her reaction was to him, and Shaya finally realized that Elion and Kyus were having problems.

			“I thought maybe that we could purchase property on the edge of the wastelands in the Eastern Lands,” Kyus had suggested. “Most don’t wish to live near that area, and it would be quiet. I’m not sure what there is in the way of work, but there is farmland that surrounds the area that we could learn how to look after.”

			“What about your spy work and Elion?” Shaya asked, confused.

			“That doesn’t matter.”

			“Of course it does! Elion won’t simply just let you go. He’d either come with you or he will—” She stopped abruptly as she glanced at Kyus’ face. “What happened?”

			“Nothing.” Kyus tried to keep her expression neutral, but Shaya was too familiar with her.

			“I can tell something is wrong, Kyus. What is it? Is it Elion?”

			“We’re not….” Kyus struggled to finish the sentence.

			“Are you arguing?”

			“No. We stopped getting along the day he let you go.”

			Shaya’s eyes widened. “You haven’t spoken to him all this time?”

			No matter how much Shaya had grown up, Kyus wasn’t about to tell her everything that had happened between her and Elion since she’d been away. Maybe another time, but not right now. “There’s nothing to say. He knew you were my sister, and he still allowed you to be taken.” And that was the truth.

			“There was nothing he could have done!” Shaya was incredulous. “I volunteered to go in your place, Kyus. It was my choice.”

			“He could have done something,” Kyus pointed out. “But instead he thought about himself, once again. He is selfish. He never thinks beyond himself and his own needs and I fulfill many of them, but I don’t get much back in return. It’s just the way he is.”

			Shaya squeezed Kyus’ hand. “Kardos would never have left without me. He told me. He admitted that he was going to negotiate with King Malloron for me before I even revealed that I was an Omega. It wouldn’t have mattered what Elion did. You cannot blame him for that.”

			“But still, he didn’t even try,” Kyus emphasized. “He is a prince, brother to the king, and descendant of the royal bloodline. He could have made some kind of effort instead of thinking about himself.”

			Shaya shook her head. “Everything happened so fast, and he had only just learned that both of us were Omegas. The fact he even still wanted to keep you after learning you had deceived him just goes to show you how much he cares about you.”

			Kyus’ couldn’t say anything to that—Elion had basically pointed that out himself.

			“You cannot blame him,” Shaya insisted. “If you’ve been upset with him all this time, instead of being with him like you were supposed to be, it makes everything I’ve been through pointless and worthless.”

			Kyus turned to respond but the look on Shaya’s face shocked her. Her sister was annoyed with her.

			“I went with Kardos so that you could be with your Alpha and be safe,” she said firmly. “If you haven’t, then I did it for nothing.”

			Kyus opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She’d been so focused on getting Shaya back that she hadn’t thought it like that.

			If shinno Kardos, the foreign Alpha, would have taken Shaya anyway, that changed things as well. Suddenly, it wasn’t so easy to place blame. Even if Elion had been selfish, the context mattered. She was always saying that to other Omegas, she couldn’t ignore it here.

			“Where is he?” Shaya asked. “Is he here? Does he know that you have been searching for me?”

			Kyus’ eyes lowered. “He has been sleeping in the castle. I’ve refused to let him stay here. I haven’t been attending to my duties the way I am supposed to. Sometimes he comes to visit but….” Her voice faltered as she mulled over what was really bothering her about Elion. He said he would free her and watch over her and protect her, but he never made any effort to directly get Shaya. He had the means to do more, to help Shaya directly, but he was only ever concerned about Kyus coming back to him, even now. Her eyes darted back up to Shaya’s. “I don’t know if I can forgive him, Shaya. I know you made that sacrifice for me, but if he cares for me the way you believe he does, you made the sacrifice for him as well. And he can never return it. He has proven that he is not willing to.”

			“The only thing I want is for the two of you to be together,” Shaya said firmly. “You have to forgive him, Kyus.”

			“You will not forgive your Alpha,” Kyus said sharply. “You cannot order me to forgive mine.”

			“That is different.”

			“Is it? Yes, he made mistakes, but you love him. Yet you are willing to abandon him without even giving him the chance to explain.”

			Shaya bristled, defensively. “Are you saying that you want me to be with him now? After everything he has done!”

			“No,” Kyus said. “I’m just saying it’s not easy when it’s your own situation. I may not have suffered the same as you, but I’ve still suffered. Every single time I was with him, I knew he was likely thinking about someone else. Whether we were in bed or talking about our wedding, our marriage, starting a family… I knew he would prefer to be discussing all of that with someone else. I have had years of this, Shaya, and I would’ve continued to have years of it for your sake. But I don’t know if I can forgive him for not being there for me when I needed him to help me protect you. That might be beyond what I’m capable of doing.”

			Kyus had known Shaya didn’t agree, but she couldn’t have explained it any clearer yesterday without going into more detail and her sister hadn’t needed to hear that.

			After her sister woke, she served her lunch and sat with her as they ate. A magical alarm sounded through Kyus’ body and she straightened. Someone was coming into the house using magic.

			Kyus moved quickly and quietly, sliding her hand down the side-table to grab her dagger and crafted magical orbs beside the door, but just as she raised her hand, the door opened and Elion stepped in.

			He looked better than ever; gold streaks highlighted his shoulder-length brown hair, and his beard was neat and trimmed, but there was a wild look in his brown eyes. Kyus was getting used to his seriousness, although she missed his smile.

			She jumped off of the bed, her whole body tense, dropped her weapon and dissipated the orbs dissipated. “What are you doing here?”

			Elion’s gaze drifted to Shaya and then back to Kyus. “This is my house, Kyus,” he said. “Just because I have allowed you to have your space here doesn’t mean that I won’t visit when I need to. I’ve visited regularly since I moved to the castle; you haven’t always been here.”

			Kyus glared at him. So he hadn’t actually given her space. “What do you want?”

			“I came to warn you,” he said, glancing at Shaya. “To warn you both. Shinno Kardos has arrived at Eiros castle.”

			Kyus tensed as her sister gasped. He was already so close?

			“He arrived within the last hour, but Malloron hasn’t been able to see him yet. I wasn’t sure what it would be about, but I could only guess that it had something to do with the Omega he had taken.” He glanced again at Shaya. “And I knew that you would want to know about it,” he said to Kyus. “I guessed she was here.”

			It was time to leave. Whatever decisions that needed to be made, Shaya had to make them, but first they had to get out of there. She moved to grab Shaya’s clothes, unease sparking through her. “Quick. We need to go.”

			Shaya stared at her, almost as though she’d gone into shock.

			“Let’s go, Shaya,” Kyus said, gently taking her arm. “It’s only a matter of time before they search for you here. King Malloron knows this is where you used to live. He will check here first.”

			Finally, Shaya got up and started dressing. “Where are we going to go?”

			“There is someone we can talk to about the bond and a place to hide,” Kyus said. 

			“Who?” Elion asked.

			Kyus hesitated and then turned to him. “Why are you still here?”

			“Kyus…,” Elion said, his deep voice a comfort to her frayed nerves. “Let me help you.”

			Kyus squinted up at him. Why was he asking to directly help now when he hadn’t before? What had changed?

			“I can take you wherever you need to go,” he added. “Malloron doesn’t have an interest in tracking my portals at the moment.”

			Suddenly, the pieces slotted into place. “You’re in your brother’s debt, aren’t?” Amara had mentioned something to Kyus about the brothers finally coming to some kind of truce, but Elion had betrayed Malloron. That meant his allegiances were with him. “If he demanded to know where we are, would you lie?”

			“Yes,” Elion said immediately. “This isn’t about him. It is about the shinno.”

			“King Malloron has an allegiance with the shinno. He will be forced to help him find Shaya and you will be forced to assist him because you are in his debt. We cannot trust you.” She pushed past Elion, beckoning Shaya to follow, but Elion grabbed and pulled her into him, pressing her against his chest and holding her there with one thick arm.

			Immediately, a rush of desire stormed through her and her senses rejoiced in being so close to him after so long.

			“If it will bring you back to me, I will do anything you ask,” he murmured, their noses almost touching, his beautiful eyes fierce on her.

			For a moment, Kyus was captured by his eyes, but she forced herself to focus. Shaya was watching them, and her Alpha was on his way. She pushed against his chest to get out of his firm hold. 

			“There is no need to put yourself in that position, your highness,” she said tightly. “I’m capable of getting us anywhere we need to go.” Grabbing Shaya’s hand, she led her from the room.

			Elion followed them. “You are aware that portals can be traced?”

			Kyus didn’t answer. Did he think she was an amateur? She led Shaya to the back of the house and to the pathway that led to her gardens, before stopping, holding Shaya’s hand tight.

			Elion followed, watching her carefully.

			Kyus took a deep breath and focused. Magic became visible, jumping and dancing in the air, as she wove the pattern that would take them far away. The magic knitted into an intricate pattern, stretching and expanding into a shimmery oval portal that hovered before them.

			“Ready?” Kyus said to Shaya.

			“Kyus.” Elion growled out her name, clearly displeased that she was about to run with Shaya, but what else could she do? Her sister still needed her help.

			Shaya turned to him, but before she could speak Elion grabbed Kyus again, lifting her into his arms, and before she could protest, dominated her mouth with a long and hard and deep.

			She whimpered, completely unprepared for the familiar taste of him she’d been yearning for.

			“You will stay alive,” he ordered when he pulled away, intensity in his gaze. “We still have things to discuss. I have given you plenty of time to yourself and now you are running away from our home with a fucking Alpha chasing you.” His nose flared. “I knew I shouldn’t have allowed you this freedom.”

			Kyus glared at him. “This isn’t about you.”

			“I’ll try to keep them distracted at the castle,” Elion said, ignoring her. “Stay alive until I can come and find you.” He paused for a moment. “And no man is to touch you. You’re still going to be my wife.”

			Kyus rolled her eyes, but he kissed her again, this time slipping his arms around her so he surrounded her completely, trapping her against him. A deep craving flared all over her, and Kyus didn’t even try to fight it. She hadn’t touched him in so long, and this might be the last she ever saw him. So she kissed him back and pressed herself against him until his bulge poked her and her slick had drenched her panties.

			“You will come back to me, Kyus,” he growled when she finally pulled away. “I’ve done all the waiting I can do. I need you back here with me. I’ll wait for a single day and then I’m following you.”

			Kyus was so flustered, she could only nodded at him, and finally, he reluctantly released her.

			Unsteady and flushed, Kyus headed back to Shaya, who was waiting a few feet from the portal, and slipped her hand into hers. 

			“Not a word,” she muttered when Shaya grinned at her and made an excited face. “Are you ready?”

			Shaya took a breath and nodded.

			Kyus led her to the shimmering portal. She glanced at Elion and he still watched them. He looked like he wanted to grab her again, but a sullen determination to prove himself seemed to anchored him to the spot. He looked incredibly handsome. As they stepped through the portal, she decided she wanted to remember him just like that.

			Just in case she couldn’t return.


		

	

			Chapter Six

			Elion paced across the living area of his and Kyus’ home.

			Seven hours had passed since she left with her sister, and the shinno had already been here, traipsing his warriors through their home looking for clues. He’d found the residue of their portal and gone after them, much to Elion’s displeasure.

			He’d outright lied when the shinno asked him about the sisters, which was a violation of the debt to his brother, but at this point Elion didn’t care. He never thought the many altercations he’d had with his brother over the Beta woman would nearly cost him Kyus. It had been stupid to allow his ego and jealousy and remorse to fuel such a pointless dispute that hurt the only person he cared about.

			Even when he hadn’t known she was an Omega, she was the only thing in the Western Lands that was easy. He never had to worry about her. She was perfect; smart, gorgeous, considerate. She understood royal protocol and knew how to influence the nobility without threats—not an easy thing to do. She had never asked anything of him or baulked when he requested her attendance at events. She gave him space, yet was always at hand when he needed her.

			But because of that, he hadn’t taken the precautions he should have to look into her background. And even worse, he’d taken her for granted.

			He hadn’t considered just how fortunate he’d been that she’d chosen to be with him. As the only active prince left of the Visant line, all women considered themselves lucky if he glanced in their direction, but when he faced life without Kyus, he realized with her it was the opposite.

			And now it seemed like a blessing that she was an Omega. As angry and as brutal that he’d been with her that day her sister was taken, he never been at such peace after a mating—experience was sensational and fulfilling. It wasn’t just that he’d knotted for the first time. It was Kyus, the feel and sound and scent of her. She was everything.

			After he’d calmed down, he’d known that despite his threat, he didn’t want to keep her as a prisoner. He wanted her to want him back. He wanted to support her and satisfy her—to be real, not the fake people they’d both been pretending to be. 

			So the question was, what would it take for that to happen? Malloron had been surprisingly willing to talk to him, and Queen Amara explained the Omega cause and why it was important to Kyus, which is why she was one of the best.

			He learned that Omegas needed some sort of reassurance that they could be with their Alpha without fear or guilt or distrust while still knowing who they were. If they felt they were in danger or unsafe, they were resourceful at running and hiding, which was the reason no one knew they still existed over the last century. But he didn’t really understand the impact of that until Kyus escaped the castle. He hadn’t been able to find her, and the anguish that caused almost killed him. 

			So forcing her to recognize him as her Alpha was the of the utmost importance once he got her back. But her reaction to him trying to remove her blocks had made him cautious. She’d been a depressive state and would have withdrawn even more if he hadn’t made some kind of concession. It was the only reason he allowed her to seek out her sister, the only way he could prove he was serious.

			He had watched her closely, followed her all around the known Lands and witnessing her incredible abilities. She was amazing. He was proud of her and pleased she managed to get her sister back.

			All that remained now was to get her back. If midday tomorrow arrived and she wasn’t in his arms, he would be the next Alpha tearing down the entire known Lands to find his Omega.

			
***

			


			Late that night, the door opened and Kyus walked through it.

			She’d gained back some of the weight she’d lost but kept her hair more natural. She didn’t wear as many elaborate gowns that she used to, but she didn’t need to. He and Kyus had been established as a royal couple long before the king and queen and the nobility still took their cue from her when it came to fashion. But no one could truly emulate her beauty—she was more beautiful every day.

			He noticed tears glistening in her eyes and immediately shot out of his chair. Lifted her in his arms, a smooth relief softening the agitation he’d been fixing to unleash onto the world if she hadn’t returned. He kissed her with everything he had, until she was breathless and relaxed in his arms, the satisfaction so sweet he had to fight the urge to rip her clothes off.

			“You came back.” He frowned at the tears trickling down her cheeks. “What is it?”

			“Nothing.” She smiled, but it was unsteady.

			Elion watched her, sensing something was wrong. “What happened to your sister?”

			Kyus bit her lip. “She went back home to her Alpha.”

			So that was it. Her sister had a new home now and Kyus was adjusting.

			“It was a hard decision for her, but it’s clear he cares about her deeply,” she added. “They’re very in love.”

			“That’s all you could ever wish for her, Kyus,” he said. “If her Alpha treats her well, she will have a good life. And I’m sure they will allow you to visit.”

			Kyus nodded, but Elion could tell that there was still something else.

			“What is it?”

			“Shaya… she made me promise her that I would try to work things out with you.”

			Elion relaxed a little. That was good news.

			“I-um… I thought I would remove my blocks in your presence and see what happens.”

			Elion’s heart sputtered. “You want to do that?”

			Kyus nodded, tears wobbling in those beautiful eyes. “That’s the best way to know, isn’t it?”

			Elion watched her closely. “So why aren’t you happy about it?”

			“I’m… nervous,” she admitted. “I’ve never been without my blocks in public.”

			“Good,” he growled, unable to stop the flare of jealousy at the thought.

			“And… I don’t like feeling out of control.”

			Elion thumbed her cheek. “I know, Kyus. But when you let yourself enjoy it, that’s when it will be amazing. And you’ll be with me.”

			She nodded, taking a breath. “All right. So if we are true mates, that means…”

			“Yes,” he said, answering the question she didn’t ask. “If we are true mates, we won’t be able to resist each other, and you may go into your Haze.” He served her with a warning look. “I’m not going to prevent that from happening, Kyus. If you remove your blocks, I will be the Alpha I am and you will be the Omega you are. As we were meant to be.”

			She nodded, although he could tell she was still nervous.

			In truth, it was thrilling to see her like this. His Kyus was always so in control, so organized, never caught unaware. It’s part of what made her so easy. But he loved her anger, her tears, the messiness of her emotions when she can’t control them. He loved when she showed the truth of who she was. It made her even more beautiful and gave him more of a purpose. He wanted to be the one to see her vulnerability and be the Alpha who gave her comfort and hopefully support and courage too.

			“And if we’re not true mates, then what?” she asked

			“It doesn’t matter,” Elion said, matter-of-fact. “You’re still mine.”

			Kyus half rolled her eyes, but also smiled. “Okay,” she breathed, untangling herself from him. Taking a deep breath, she focused, and he stepped back, watching and waiting.

			When she opened her eyes, she glanced at him, a cautious look filled with tension.

			A powerful, sweet scent laced with a unique tang of euphoria drifted into him. That was her—his mate.

			With just one inhale, a violent desire consumed him. They reached for each other at the same time, both groaning in satisfaction as their mouths met. Within moments, clothes were discarded, and he was fixing her on top of him as he sat down on the softseat. Guiding her down onto him, he entered with one thrust, her slick, beautifully scented tightness squeezing hungrily on his length.

			She cried out, her tiny fingernails biting into his shoulders and he seated himself fully within her, clenching and pushing up to get all the way in.

			A gratified groan rumbled out of him and he stilled, savoring the carnal sensation.

			Kyus wriggled on him, impatient, but he held her still, forcing her to look at him.

			“Do you believe it now?” he asked.

			Kyus blinked, almost turning shy at the question, and he reveled in yet another state he’d never seen from her before.

			“Yes,” she whispered. “I’ve never smelled anyone or anything more gorgeous than you… I think my Haze is about to start.”

			Joy burst through Elion and he roared out in laughter and delight, making her jump and clench on him. If Kyus went into her Haze right now, that was irrefutable proof that they were true mates, and would provide the amazing opportunity to start a family.

			“We’re getting married tomorrow,” he said, gathered her in her his arms and standing, keeping her firmly speared on his cock.

			“Tomorrow?” she asked, alarmed. “I need to arrange for my sister to visit.”

			Elion grumbled in an annoyance as he headed upstairs, but noted that she didn’t refuse to marry him like she had the last time they discussed it. Deep down, a knot of uncertainty unraveled. “All right. Maybe not tomorrow. But by the end of next week, it needs to be done. I’m not waiting any longer.”

			When he lay her on the bed, she drew her knees up, spreading herself and giving him full access to her body. He stroked her hair, threading his fingers through her coiled mass. “I hope you believe me when I say I love you now, Kyus, he said, solemnly. “I mean it. I mean it with everything that I am; Alpha, royal, true mate, selfish bastard. There’s no one else that compares to you.”

			Kyus cradled his face in her palms, her smile so radiant, he was mesmerized. “I love you too, Elion. And I mean that with everything I am too; Omega, sister, true mate, spy.” She sighed. “I’ll never lie to you again, Elion. I didn’t expect to fall for you when I—”

			He interrupted her words with a kiss and began thrusting into her slowly. The friction coaxed moans and hums of delight from her and the squelch of her soppy channel filling the room. This fuck was going to be epic.

			“I never want to be apart from you again, Kyus,” he said against her lips. “There’s nothing more important than you.”

			In response, Kyus leaned in, scenting his neck. And then bit him, creating the bond that would keep them together forever.

			
If you love steamy, fantasy, dark romances, where possessive antiheroes meet their match, grab the rest of the stories in Zoey Ellis’ Myth of Omega world, including Kyus’ sister story, and the king and queen’s story: https://geni.us/rdbundle



	

In Love and War

			by Lisette Marshall

			A demon craving revenge. A fae looking for a way to prove herself. When Naxi and Thysandra meet in the middle of a battlefield, neither of them is planning to let the other escape. But their dangerous game of blades, bargains and betrayal sparks a forbidden desire, and soon they’re no longer just fighting for their lives … but for their hearts.
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			Naxi popped a grape into her mouth and killed yet another fae warrior.

			He was a frenzied tangle of fear and grief and hopeful rage as he attacked – probably something to do with the friends lying dead around the tree in which she’d settled herself. It was silly, really. Charging at her with a drawn sword and a chest-plate full of iron wasn’t going to bring him any retribution – a layer of metal wouldn’t stop her demon magic from piercing straight through to his heart and doing all the damage she could.

			Chewing vigorously on her grape, she leaned back against the trunk of the sturdy birch, her light floral dress fluttering around her shins, her bare feet dangling from the branch on which she’d been sitting since sunrise. As she closed her eyes, she could sense the presence of the fae male below her. Pride and arrogance. Fury and despair. She picked the emotions out of him with the meticulous calm of a needlewoman unravelling a seam, took his hope, his friendships, his confidence. In their place, she filled him with the existential dread that arose when a man looked into the face of his own mortality and recognized the futility of it. Her magic sung a melody of insignificance and suffering to him, a lullaby to foster nightmares. 

			Ten feet below, the fae male fell screaming to the grass. Through the blissful haze of her powers, Naxi barely felt the sharp tear of his sword as he drove it through his own ribs and lungs. 

			The pain was gone before she could flinch.

			She sighed contently, pulling another grape from the bunch in her lap. One hundred and seventy-eight.

			No one else took note of the kill. There was no time for celebrations on this hot summer’s day, this desperate clash of wing against claw, fang against blade. The Alliance of magical peoples had finally taken its stance against centuries of fae aggression, and the result was this godforsaken mess – fae and phoenixes and vampires and alves and nymphs and even the occasional human, pouncing on each other like savage animals, fighting for every next breath. A sea of twitching limbs and moaning voices stretched out all the way from her tree to the hills that bordered the valley to the north, flashes of phoenix fire and fae colour magic shooting from the throng wherever Naxi looked.

			The Last Battle, some had started calling it, and looking at the ruckus, she could see why. It seemed unlikely that either side would still have an army left to fight any other battle by the time this was over.

			She ate more grapes, pondering the fae corpses strewn around her tree.

			She didn’t feel sorry for them; her demon heart didn’t allow her to. A twinge of distaste was all that pinched her chest at the look of their contorted faces, their torn wings, their bloodied skin. The unpleasant thing, of course, was that her friends were out there on the battlefield, too, and there was no way to know whether the same fate had befallen them. That thought was significantly more unsettling, to the point where it almost became worry.

			It had been unexpectedly enjoyable to make friends in the last few decades, even if they were a little frightened of her – and even if living with them meant she had to follow the Rules. She’d be quite displeased if anything happened to them.

			Considering the ferocity of the fight, it seemed rather likely something would happen to them.

			Maybe it was time to leave this tree and go look for them. But her magic wasn’t strong enough to handle such masses, and she would be no use at all if she ended up skewered on a sword. If she could just lure a few more fae towards her tree …

			A winged shadow swept across the stark blue sky on the edge of her vision, and Naxi looked up, trying not to laugh as she shook pink-blonde curls from her eyes. No luring needed, it turned out. The silly idiots came to her all by themselves, looking for glory; apparently even a circle of corpses wasn’t enough of a warning. What else did she need to make them realise just how dangerous she was – horns? Claws? A loud and terrifying roar?

			She imagined roaring at her next victim and giggled so hard that she almost dropped off her branch.

			The fae landing just beyond the rows of dead bodies did not look like she’d appreciate the joke. Naxi composed herself and regained her balance, sizing up this new opponent. Female, for a change. Blood red dress, warm ebony skin, bat-like wings coloured in an elegant black-and-gold pattern. Pretty. From a purely aesthetic point of view, it was a shame she was about to die.

			Naxi! Lyn would have said, eyes full of genuine shock. You can’t make life or death decisions based on aesthetics, for the gods’ sakes!

			Naxi solemnly shook her head. People with empathic capacities made life so very hard for themselves.

			The fae female was cautiously striding closer through the grass, nudging the bodies of her fallen comrades aside with her feet. She hadn’t even unsheathed the curved dagger at her belt yet. No mindless charge from this opponent. No blind aggression, no attempts to be faster than the paralysing fear. Naxi eyed her approaching figure suspiciously, amusement moving over for the first pangs of wariness. 

			Either the other female was utterly stupid, or she had something up her sleeve. And with those piercing dark eyes, she didn’t look particularly stupid.

			There was no raging fear in her heart, either. As she moved closer, Naxi could make out tension and apprehension, but no mortal terror – none of those feelings any sensible soul should have had while stepping into a circle of corpses still clutching the knives that had pierced their chests and throats.

			Really a damn shame that she had to die.

			Naxi gripped the branch on which she was seated, the living wood a reassurance under her fingertips. No sense in delaying it. Focusing her attention on the nearby presence of the fae female – that unnaturally calm, unwavering presence – she prepared for harm, and for the heady delight that would come with it. Such were the workings of demon powers: whenever she influenced the feelings of her victims, her magic made her feel the exact opposite.

			If not for the Rules, it would be so damned attractive to torture a few people every now and then.

			She sighed, closing her eyes.

			Oh, there was so much hurt in her opponent’s heart already – a thousand shades of quiet grief, painting an exquisite picture of life at the Crimson Court of the fae. If she’d had time, Naxi could have dug into that many-layered history, pulled out every doubt, every grudge, every shred of festering resentment … But there was no time to get intrigued, no time to get distracted. Pretty as the other female was, she still had a knife.

			Familiar bliss wrapped around her as she set her magic to work, slipping those venomous tendrils of hurt into her opponent’s heart. Now she could taste fear. Could taste a first twang of panic. Could sense the looming presence of death, coming to make yet another claim.

			Naxi smiled, the sweet taste of her grapes blooming into something blood-like on her tongue. Any moment, she’d feel that sharp, tearing pain, and then all feelings would be gone forever.

			There it was – agony, white-hot and fierce, ripping through the comfort of her powers. All as it should be …

			But the pain didn’t stop.

			Naxi flinched, dug her nails into the tree bark, forgot to breathe. The torment rippled through her like the heat of a fire, bearable at first, then excruciating, turning moments into eternities. And still it grew larger, larger, larger, an agony too large to fit inside her body … Her stolen senses were burning with all the hurt she’d aimed to inflict, an ache crueler than death.

			She yanked back her magic with a flustered gasp. Through the lingering soreness, triumph snaked through her, and it wasn’t her own.

			The damned fae?

			What had the bitch done?

			Naxi risked a dazed glance down and found her assailant in the same spot, pale and breathing heavily, but still standing amidst the dead bodies of her allies. The knife at her belt hadn’t come out of its sheath. But a deadly sharp ring glistened on the fae female’s finger, razor-edged golden spikes against that deep umber skin, and her wings …

			A deep gash ran through the velvety membrane, a wound that would have sent the most hardened warrior to their knees sobbing.

			She’d cut herself.

			Naxi barely had time to understand before the other female retaliated, a blinding flash of crimson shooting through the air between them. Fae colour magic. Red for destruction. Naxi shrieked and ducked away, and the beam of colour slammed into the branch behind her head instead, sending wood creaking to the ground. 

			With more luck than wisdom, Naxi dropped her body down to a lower branch, where the broad trunk of the tree shielded most of her from the fae warrior. There she stayed, pressing herself against the firm bark, trembling to the tips of her hair.

			What in the world was happening?

			Those excruciating moments of agony … Pain to fight pain, but how had this shrew known that would work? Very few people knew how to fight a demon in the first place, and fewer still had the guts to execute their plans when push came to shove. What to do? Even now Naxi could feel her opponent standing there, a menacing presence just strides away, equal parts triumph and vigilance and a steely resolve to repeat the whole agonising routine as often as needed.

			And below all those superficial layers, a dark, bitter core of anger. Of hate.

			‘Scared already?’ the fae interrupted before Naxi could decide what to make of that. Her voice was strained but warm, a timbre like glistening amber. Like the vivid warmth of mahogany. ‘Not so much fun when your prey can fight back, is it?’

			It was then that Naxi knew she had a problem.

			Because those words had been spoken in her father’s language.

			And no one knew demon tongue – no one but demons, at least, and full-blooded demons didn’t meddle with other peoples for long enough to teach language lessons. Not even Lyn, who spoke nine languages fluently and could read even more of them, had ever shown much of an interest in learning this one. To hear those familiar sounds on fae lips, spoken in the midst of a battlefield …

			This was someone who had made a study of demons.

			Which meant she had to know exactly what Naxi was capable of – and yet she’d walked into the circle of death without hesitation.

			For the very first time since the sun had risen and the fae forces had flooded the valley, cold sweat pricked along Naxi’s spine. She wasn’t a warrior. She had never learned to handle bows or blades, wasn’t fully sure where one would aim a knife, even if she could figure out how to hold one. Demon powers had always kept her safe – although not necessarily the people around her, the treacherous voice of guilt whispered – and she had relied on those powers to get her through this day, had been so damned sure it would be enough.

			Glancing around the tree trunk, at the self-appointed demon hunter in the grass below, she no longer dared to be.

			‘Greetings,’ she said slowly, probing ever so carefully into the emotions of her opponent as she spoke. Was there anything there she could use to defend herself, to distract the fae from her bloodthirsty intentions? ‘You’ve come a long way from hell.’

			It was a test, in a way – a long-standing joke among her father’s people, the words one spoke when running into another demon in an unexpected place. Not something an outsider would know from reading books. 

			But the fae female gave a small smile and replied without hesitation. ‘I build my own hell where I need it.’

			The customary reply. So she’d known someone.

			Hell, indeed.

			‘May your fires burn hot and hungry,’ Naxi said with cautious politeness, completing the exchange as she scanned the other’s emotional landscape more frantically. Why would a fae warrior of good standing ever decide to waste her time fraternising with demons? There was pride there, and distrust – but distrust was the exact reason not to cosy up to creatures who could, by definition, not be trusted. ‘Tell me your name.’

			‘Thysandra.’ The answer came with a flicker of … frustration?

			Now that was interesting – very, very interesting. Why would it be a matter of annoyance to the fae below that some demon she didn’t know – some demon she hated, no less – had never heard of her?

			‘I would say I’m pleased to make your acquaintance,’ Naxi said brightly, peeking out a little farther from behind the tree so that blonde and pink curls cascaded over her shoulder, ‘but that would be a grave lie, I’m afraid. I’d like to win a war today, and you’re honestly in my way. Would you perhaps agree to us going our separate ways in order to spare each other more of this unpleasantness?’

			Thysandra’s eyebrows rose a fraction. ‘You haven’t told me your name.’

			‘I assumed you knew all about me.’ That was another grave lie. I was trying to win time. ‘But since I’m apparently as undistinguished as you are – the name’s Anaxia.’

			Again that faint anger stirred in the other female, an unmistakable response to Naxi’s bait. How extraordinarily interesting. Whoever this fae was, she did not like to be reminded of her anonymity. Was that why she’d decided to go after demons – chasing fame and fortune? 

			Hardly a satisfying answer. People had made a name for themselves in safer ways.

			‘Anaxia,’ Thysandra repeated coldly, as if tasting the syllables. ‘Good. The Mother will be glad to know whose head I’m about to lay at her feet.’

			And there was an emotion below those words Naxi hadn’t often encountered when people spoke of the terrifying High Lady of all fae – a glimmer of fondness.

			Dead gods have mercy, did the fool love the Mother?

			Naxi forced herself to utter a laugh. At least the other female couldn’t read her emotions in turn; it meant she could keep up her careless charade a little longer, delay the next steps of this dance, find a way out of this trap. Love made everything so much harder. She could deal with fae who were here under duress, fae who were merely looking for a shortcut to personal glory. But if this huntress was here only to please the Mother, it would be much, much more of a challenge to discourage her.

			What to do? Another attack would be useless, and unpleasant, too. It might be possible to overburden Thysandra’s nervous system to the point of knocking her out completely – but she’d be unconscious, not dead, and it would take magic and focus to keep her that way. If anyone else noticed and attacked in the meantime, Naxi wouldn’t stand a chance.

			‘If you’re here for my head,’ she said sweetly, thinking furiously, ‘you’ll have to get to my neck first.’

			‘Oh, don’t worry about that,’ Thysandra said, and she almost sounded amused through the stoic pride. ‘You’re rather tiny for a demon. I prepared for worse.’

			Tiny.

			For a demon.

			Naxi almost choked on the speed of her own thoughts. Thysandra believed she was a full-blooded demon? But that meant she was unprepared for the other half of Naxi’s heritage. Not a terribly fearsome heritage, admittedly – there was a reason her mother’s family had rarely fought, and even then only in groups – but it was just a little more magic to call upon.

			And at least she’d been wise enough to take up position in a tree.

			She didn’t need to look through the birch’s grey-green foliage to know what lay beyond. Rows of hills, most of them bare. But a sprint away from this tree, just behind the first ridge of dry earth and yellow grass, was a small copse of eucalyptus trees. If she was lucky, the fighting hadn’t reached it yet.

			Admittedly, Naxi reflected, she didn’t have wings. But she was fast, and the element of surprise was as good an ally as one could get.

			‘I see,’ she said merrily. ‘Come and catch me, then.’

			And she leapt.

			It was a good jump. A perfect jump. She hit the grass running as if she was that little girl on Mirova again, always up for mischief, always ready for flight, and behind her, she felt Thysandra’s startled surprise. Just a moment of confusion. Just long enough for a head start.

			She whispered a plea to the grass as she ran, at the old roots that slumbered beneath. I’m one of yours. I’m a child of the earth. Help me.

			And behind her, the tree she’d occupied abruptly came to life.
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			The little vixen was a nymph.

			Thysandra had one fraction of a moment to understand, one flash of insight as the lonesome birch roared to life and swung its branches up in preparation for attack. Of course. Of course. That brightly coloured hair, blonde with streaks of pink at the tips. The wide, girlish eyes; the bright, girlish voice. The unusual decision to take up position in a tree, barefoot and in nothing but a linen floral dress, on what might be the bloodiest day of this century.

			Full-blooded demons weren’t that pretty, either. Really, she’d been an idiot not to see it before.

			Then the branches slammed towards the earth and reflexes took over, the warrior’s instincts honed into her every muscle during hours and hours on the Mother’s training fields. Thysandra’s wings swept out, launching her out of the birch’s reach, the pain of the unhealed wound in her right wing so venomously sharp she almost screamed. Fuck. Right. Healing first. If the demon – half demon – was fleeing, the pain was no longer a necessity.

			Trying to find her balance in the air like an unexperienced fledgling, she tangled her left fingers into the dark strands of her hair. Blue for healing. The colour came eagerly as she called upon it, and as the flash of magic hit her wounded wing, she couldn’t suppress a groan of relief. Her hair would look ridiculous like this, the black muddied to a dark orange with some of the blue sucked out – but she had to admit that was a small price to pay for staying alive.

			Behind and below her, the smell of battle was suffocating – the metallic tang of blood and dead meat that grew ever heavier as the burning sun moved farther across the sky. Thysandra glanced down, hovering indecisively out of the birch’s reach. She could join the throng, of course. She had succeeded at the first part of her mission, getting the demon – half demon, damn it – away from easily targeted fae. Anaxia couldn’t do as much damage from the far periphery of the battlefield, where most would be out of reach of that cursed demon magic.

			Really, she rather had to join the others. The gods knew victory wasn’t a sure thing at all; they would need every blade they could get in the thick of the fight.

			But even as she was trying to convince herself, her body knew better. Her newly healed wings swept out as if they had a mind of their own, carrying her across the first line of hills instead, where a dainty rose-blonde creature had just vanished between the eucalyptus trees. A matter of duty, she told herself. Of course she didn’t want to go after the little murderess; slicing her own wings to shreds was even more unpleasant than fighting for her life in that tangle of bleeding, sweating bodies behind her. But Anaxia might return to the battle if no one went after her, and that wide circle of corpses was a clear witness to the damage she could do. Someone needed to finish the rebels’ demon for good.

			Thysandra ignored the more venomous voice of her good sense – the voice that said, And if you don’t do it, someone else might get the credit for your achievements.

			As usual.

			She gritted her teeth, fisting her hands as she dove toward the grass. That, she sternly informed herself, was a triviality. Duty came first. It wasn’t her place to have opinions on whom the Mother chose to reward for their work.

			She’d just deal with the demon for now. And then she’d see.

			Although walking in with a demon head in your hands would make it damn hard for all of them to ignore you.

			For fuck’s sake.

			Her feet hit the dry earth with too much force. She muttered a curse as she regained her balance and folded her wings against her back, peering at the eucalyptus grove some thirty feet away. Somewhere in there was her target. Her comrades’ murderer. Her ticket to glory. These unexpected nymph powers would make it slightly more of a challenge to get to the little menace, but then again, she hadn’t trained for centuries only to be defeated by a creature reaching barely to her shoulder, had she?

			‘Anaxia?’ she called out.

			Silence.

			She prowled forward, the weight of her ring a reassurance on her finger, the whetted spikes no more than a twitch away from her wing. Loudly, she continued, ‘I know you’re there, Anaxia. There’s nowhere else to flee. You may as well surrender.’

			Against the backdrop of clanging weapons and agony, it was hard to make out any subtler sounds, but Thysandra caught the snap of a twig and jerked to a halt, listening carefully.

			‘Anaxia?’ she repeated, hating how foolish she felt.

			Unexpectedly, peals of laughter rose from the trees, the sound jarringly cheerful and melodious on this day from hell. ‘How many times are you going to shout my name before you accept I won’t come running like some obedient dog?’

			Thysandra swallowed the point that she’d expect better behaviour from even the most poorly trained dogs. ‘I’m trying to give you an honest chance.’

			‘To lose my head in a dignified manner, rather than messily and clumsily in the middle of a fight?’ Another burst of mirth. ‘Don’t even try to convince me of your noble intentions. I know you won’t let me get away if I promise to give up my murdering, and either way, I couldn’t promise any such thing.’

			The contrast between the grim words and the chipper voice speaking them was so stark that Thysandra forgot for a moment to be ruthlessly indifferent. ‘Why? Most demons are wiser than to bind themselves to a losing side.’

			A moment of silence. ‘Yes.’

			‘Yes?’

			‘Most demons are.’ This time Anaxia’s chuckle didn’t sound so joyful at all. ‘But then again, most demons are arseholes, aren’t they?’

			What was she supposed to say to that?

			Yes. Most demons were arseholes. Thysandra hated their kind with a passion – hated the way they tinkered with your feelings until you could no longer tell what was true or make-believe, hated the way they shrugged off the feelings of others with that cruel, infuriating blandness. And then the Mother had taken one of them as her lover – her lover, for the gods’ sakes – and everything in Thysandra’s life had gone to shit.

			She said flatly, ‘You could call them that.’

			‘Is that the reason you’ve learned so much about us, then?’ There was an unnerving sweetness to Anaxia’s voice, suddenly. ‘“Know your enemy,” and the like?’

			‘I don’t think I should tell you,’ Thysandra said gruffly, ‘considering that I’m the enemy you are trying to figure out at the moment.’

			Again that laugh from the foliage. There was such light in it – such weightlessness. Separated by a shield of leaves and tree bark, it was hard to hold on to the undeniable fact that she was talking to an enemy here, a creature deadlier than the sharpest blade and as deceitful as quicksand. With only that sweet voice to go by, it was almost like talking to … an ally?

			Good gods, it was time she put a stop to this madness.

			‘Not that it matters,’ she quickly added, grounding her feet more firmly and straightening her spine. ‘I suppose I can conclude you won’t come out and surrender?’

			‘Oh, I’m sorry, darling,’ Anaxia said airily, not sounding very sorry at all. ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to find another path to that coveted recognition of yours.’

			Thysandra shouldn’t have frozen.

			She knew she shouldn’t have frozen, even as those words hit her like an iron-clad fist to the face – knew it even as she felt her limbs stiffen, and still she wasn’t able to help herself. Words you’d never even dared to think were not supposed to be thrown out into the open like this. Certainly not words that might amount to treason. Certainly not when they were spoken by a demon on the opposing side of a war.

			‘What?’ she heard herself say.

			‘It hurts, doesn’t it?’ That cheerful, melodious voice – like a young child probing a wound over and over, asking if it was healing yet. ‘No one knowing your name, after all you’ve done and achieved? Never getting the respect you honestly deserve by now?’

			The earth seemed to tilt a few degrees beneath Thysandra’s feet, sliding out from under itself. ‘What do you—’

			‘There’s no need to deny it,’ Anaxia interrupted, a soothing quality to her words. ‘I won’t go blathering to your dear Mother, in case you forgot. I have no intention of ever coming face to face with her.’

			Somehow, that made everything worse. ‘I have no secrets from the Mother.’

			Anaxia laughed. ‘Are you sure?’

			No. Good gods, no, she wasn’t sure. How did the little shrew know? What had she said, done, felt, to give herself away? Thysandra took half a step forward, remembered where she was, and staggered the same step back again. Of course her opponent was just luring her into her clutches. Of course this was just a piece of bait, nothing she should ever have listened to.

			But it was so damn hard not to listen when you recognised the truth.

			‘It’s irrelevant,’ she snapped. Gods, she wished that had sounded more convincing. ‘There are plenty of reasons to kill you even if I didn’t have this one. So—’

			‘Ah,’ Anaxia said contently. ‘So it is a reason.’

			‘I didn’t say any such thing!’ Her voice cracked.

			‘Oh, but you did.’ The demon sounded delighted – that merciless amusement, like a cat toying with its prey. How could that tone ever fit the soft, delicate beauty Thysandra had found lounging in that birch? ‘You can be honest with me, you know. If everything goes according to your plan, I’ll soon be dead anyway. Can’t tattle about treason to the Mother if I’ve got no head.’

			‘There is no treason,’ Thysandra bit out, well aware that she sounded too shrill, too desperate, to be at all convincing. ‘You don’t get – it’s not like that! I love her, do you understand? I would be dead without her! She made me everything that I am! I—’

			‘Ah, yes,’ Anaxia interrupted from her invisible spot between the trees, and there was a warm sympathy to her words that would be a death sentence at the Crimson Court, ‘but you’d like to be more than you are, wouldn’t you?’

			Thysandra lurched forward.

			It wasn’t even supposed to be an attack. She didn’t care about killing the demon, not in that moment; all she wanted was for the little bitch to stop talking, to silence that treacherous compassion that left her heart yearning for more, no matter how she struggled for sanity. Her left hand flew to her dress, sucking up the colour. Her right hand swung forward, aiming for that honey-sweet voice. The red hue leached from the fabric with explosive strength and burst from her fingertips, shattering wood and tearing leaves to shreds …

			A cold hand clenched around her heart.

			The world went empty.

			It was like falling into a deep, dark hole, a place where nothing that had ever mattered could be salvaged anymore – where nothing existed but eternal, suffocating loneliness. It was a place Thysandra knew like the back of her hand. She’d dwelled there before, those endless weeks when her life’s purpose had come crashing down around her and turned her from cherished to disregarded, from the golden girl into nobody at all. More than once in those weeks, she had picked up her knives and wondered whether anyone would even notice if she were to throw herself onto them.

			Right now, as the demon magic took possession of her, she was fully, genuinely sure that not a single soul would give a damn.

			Death became such a sweet promise, such a relief from the void that howled inside her. Any other would already have fallen onto their blades. 

			But she knew these tricks. She’d trained to keep a clear head, had forced herself through this torment again and again and again, and even though she still felt the temptation of that simple end, her hand no longer strayed to her knife as a reflex.

			Instead, she braced herself for worse and swung her right hand back.

			The curled edges of her ring collided with her wing surface in a burst of nauseating hurt, more painful than a blunt knife dragged slowly through skin. She heard herself scream as her knees buckled, and yet she pushed through. This pain wasn’t for her. Through the entanglement of their senses, Anaxia would feel the same. And it kept her sharp, this ache so bitter that she could taste it – it reminded her she was still alive.

			The darkness on her heart lifted.

			Panting, trembling, Thysandra pulled back, the acute hurt of the blade replaced by the equally agonising throb of the open wound. Tears misted her eyes. She blinked against the haze – flecks of green, brown, stark blue—

			Pink.

			Oh, fuck.

			She had no time to brace herself as the weight of a small, lithe body slammed against her and she toppled wing-first into the dry, high grass.

			Anaxia’s hands clutched tight around her neck with too much strength for fingers so silkily soft. Thysandra clawed for eyes, for ears, for any vulnerable body part, and only found warm lips against her palm before Anaxia jerked her head away. They rolled over and back again, legs wrapped together in a violent parody of a passionate embrace. All Thysandra was still aware of was that warm, deadly weight on her, the fingers digging into her throat, the summer-sweet fragrance of roses clogging her nostrils. Body to body, skin to skin, the world was reduced to this primal struggle, to snarls and curses and gasps for air. Breathe, she had to breathe …

			With an effort that sent flames through her right wing and shoulder, she managed to wrench those small hands from her throat and sit up in the grass. Blindly, frantically, she grabbled for her dress and the magic it offered - red for destruction, there had to be some of it left. But where in hell had Anaxia gone – why had she given in so easily?

			Something sharp stung the skin below her jaw.

			Thysandra stiffened where she sat. It barely hurt, that pinprick, and yet its weight seemed to reduce the excruciating cut in her wing to a faint annoyance in the background.

			‘Don’t move,’ Anaxia’s voice cheerfully warned her from far too close behind her. ‘I don’t think I can miss that pretty neck from here.’

			Fuck.

			The demon’s warning barely registered. It was hard to register anything with a line of steel edged into her vulnerable skin, the first touch of death. Any moment now, the knife would slash forward and take the breath from her lungs. Any moment, she’d be dead – any moment, she’d be just another disappointment.

			That familiar, gentle voice spoke from her memories, as if to mock her. Mark our words, you’ll go far in life, Thysandra. Keep up the hard work, girl. One day you’ll be the diamond of this court.

			We’re proud of you, Thysandra.

			She squeezed her eyes shut against the bright sunlight, fighting the sudden sting of tears. It wasn’t grief. Fury made her skin burn like hellfire – at herself, at her failures, at the little bitch pressing a knife to her throat. How dare the world end her like this, after all these years of fighting? How dare she allow the world to end her like this?

			And why was she still breathing?

			With a jolt, she returned to the brutal, bloodied here and now. 

			The knife hadn’t moved. Anaxia was hesitating. Which didn’t make sense – everyone knew demons took no prisoners – but there was no denying the fact she could have slit Thysandra’s throat twelve times over by now. For some reason, she was holding back. Was it just her inexperience with physical weapons? Or …

			‘Put your hands behind your back,’ Anaxia’s melodious voice murmured. The demon sounded vaguely … pensive? ‘No sudden movements, please.’

			What in hell?

			But arguing with a blade against your throat rarely led to a long and happy life, experience had taught her. Thysandra put her hands behind her back. 

			Immediately, something slithered over her wrists – snakes? No, vines. Damn nymph magic again, binding her arms together, leaving her incapable of drawing and aiming magic even if that steel edge hadn’t still rested against her throat.

			She swallowed a string of curses that would have a sailor blushing.

			‘That’s better,’ Anaxia purred, crawling into view with the knife in her small, pink hands. It was her own dagger, Thysandra realised only then – the little pest must have grabbed it when she’d been forced to give up on her strangling attempts. What a disgrace, to die with your own weapon in a stranger’s hands.

			Although she wasn’t dead yet.

			She clenched her teeth, steeling herself. Yet. Chances were she would soon wish she’d died the quick, clean death of a knife cut – a thought that only fanned the fury boiling below her skin. How dare Anaxia look so deceptively harmless even with a weapon in her hands, all delicate curves and sunny smiles as she settled herself a few feet away in the grass? Her eyes were painfully blue, Thysandra couldn’t help but notice – the colour of young cornflowers, although without any of that flowery softness to them. And the girl was tiny, smaller even than she had seemed while sitting high up in that damn tree. Thin, willowy limbs, the fragility of her frame emphasised by the pale alabaster of her skin.

			If she could just get her hands around that narrow waist, Thysandra thought grimly, she could probably snap the little vixen in two. The image stirred something in her that was almost pleasant, a heated companion to her simmering anger.

			For a moment they sat there, studying each other. Behind them, the screaming and clattering of metal never ceased.

			‘Shouldn’t you kill me?’ Thysandra finally ventured, unable to bear the aimless wait a moment longer.

			‘Possibly,’ Anaxia admitted. She still sounded oddly contemplative. ‘Probably, really.’

			Again they were both silent for a moment.

			‘So why haven’t you yet?’

			Anaxia pursed her lips – small, pink lips, like a little rosebud – while she considered that question. The expression made her look even more girlish, even more innocent, and again Thysandra couldn’t supress a stab of some heated feeling. ‘Maybe I feel sorry for you?’

			‘You don’t feel empathy,’ Thysandra said, suppressing a scoff only because it seemed unwise to scoff at demons pointing knives at you.

			‘No,’ Anaxia admitted reluctantly. ‘No, that’s true.’

			‘So what is it, then?’ This was probably unwise, pushing for an explanation of her unlikely survival so far. For all she knew, Anaxia might realise there was none, and sensibly proceed with the shedding of blood. But somehow it was almost worse to sit here at her captor’s mercy with her hands behind her back; better to die knowingly than to wait and worry for the gods knew how much longer.

			‘I’m just …’ Anaxia hesitated, cocking her head like a clever little bird begging for crumbs. But there was no trace of a plea in those azure eyes – they seemed to look straight through skin and flesh and bone, straight into something Thysandra wasn’t sure she was willing to have examined. ‘I’m intrigued by the way you feel, I suppose.’

			Thysandra curled her lip. ‘Furious, you mean?’

			‘Yes.’ A little laugh. ‘More or less.’

			This made less and less sense. ‘What are you?’

			‘Half demon,’ Anaxia said lightly, tucking a stray curl behind a small ear with the dagger before pointing it back at Thysandra. ‘Half nymph. Entirely deadly. Are you finding you may not know as much about demons as you thought you did?’

			‘I know plenty about demons,’ Thysandra said coldly. ‘You just don’t behave like one. How long have you been with the Alliance?’

			She didn’t expect an answer to that question, but it came readily and without hesitation. ‘Fifty-two years.’

			‘Demons never stay in one place that long.’

			‘No.’ Anaxia sounded unexpectedly bitter now, her pink blush deepening. ‘I know. We arrive, and then we run off and avoid the consequences of our actions. I know.’

			The silence – or what passed for a silence, filled with the cries and gurgles of dying warriors – lingered a moment too long. 

			‘Did you?’ Thysandra said.

			‘Yes.’

			‘And you regret it.’

			Anaxia shrugged. ‘Yes.’

			There was no way around it, Thysandra realised – she was no longer feeling furious before anything else. The itch scratching away that layer of habitual hate was rather a sensation of … curiosity?

			Curiosity, and something far more disconcerting.

			Danger, her good sense shrieked. You’re being lured into something. But wherever these demon games were taking her, could it be any more dangerous than that knife in the other’s hands? Could it really harm her to entertain that soft, soothing sympathy a few minutes longer, after all the years she’d struggled alone at the Crimson Court?

			She gave in. ‘I didn’t know demons could feel regret at all.’

			‘Oh, I’m not sure I feel it,’ Anaxia said, her face darkening – as if, even under the burning sun, a cold shadow had drawn over them. ‘But I rationally regret it. I … well, I did something that had unintended consequences, and I wish I hadn’t done it.’

			Thysandra waited for a moment, but no more information followed. ‘So you quit your habit of running off?’

			‘More or less.’ Anaxia hesitated, then abruptly let out a sigh. A strange sigh – as if she was coming to some decision. ‘It’s in the rules, you see.’

			‘The … rules?’

			‘Oh, yes. “Don’t torture people for fun.” That sort of thing.’ 

			Those stark blue eyes were observing her sharply, as if challenging her to react – but what was there to react to? Little of this was shockingly new to Thysandra. Demons tortured people. They always had. The most confusing part of this entire business was that the small, nymphic creature before her did not seem to share that natural inclination.

			‘Why are you telling me all of this?’ she said weakly.

			‘Oh,’ Anaxia said with a shrug, ‘I’m just testing you, honestly. Trying to figure out how your feelings work.’

			Not terribly reassuring. ‘Why for the gods’ sakes are you so interested in my feelings?’

			‘I’m a demon, darling. You wouldn’t ask a wolf why they’re so interested in sheep, would you?’ Anaxia grinned, a decidedly wolfish grin. Her teeth were small, pearly white, and sharp like a shark’s – a sight that turned Thysandra’s stomach in confusing, uncannily pleasant ways. ‘But if you’re sick of my talking, why don’t you tell me about yourself?’

			Thysandra swallowed heavily. This definitely sounded like a trap. ‘There’s very little to be said about me.’

			‘Yes,’ Anaxia said, drawing out the word suggestively. ‘That’s what they’ve made you believe, isn’t it? Thysandra the Nameless. Thysandra the Unremarkable. Thysandra the—’

			‘Would you stop?’

			A snigger. ‘Hit a sore spot?’

			‘I wish you would cease your vilifying of the Mother,’ Thysandra said, her mouth dry. ‘You’re not talking me into treason with that serpent’s tongue of yours. All you’re doing is proving you don’t understand who she is – what she is. She didn’t make me believe anything. She …’

			‘Mm-hmm,’ Anaxia said, her tone suspiciously neutral.

			‘Are you even listening to me?’

			‘Mm-hmm.’ The demon’s blue eyes were focused on the dagger as she nonchalantly scraped some mud from below a fingernail. ‘Just keep talking.’

			Where was the trap? Was Anaxia trying to lure her into a false sense of safety, or worse, into speaking even a single disloyal word about the Mother? For a moment, Thysandra considered what would happen if she were to jump up and run with her hands still bound behind her back. The cut in her wing throbbed, but she might be able to fly if she wrestled through the pain, and her captor wasn’t a trained warrior by her own admission. Would she be able to get away?

			But she couldn’t use her magic like this. Worse, with her hands bound, she had no way to keep her head clear if Anaxia took her down with demon magic again. Without a way to defend herself, she would give in to that bleak darkness sooner or later and probably just let herself plummet to her death.

			Gritting her teeth, she forced her arms to relax against the leathery bonds of the vines. For now, the best she could do was stay alive.

			And keep talking.

			‘I … I’m the daughter of Echion Thenes,’ she said, picking her words with care, making sure she would not accidentally reveal even the smallest of secrets. ‘You’ve probably heard of him.’

			‘The traitor,’ Anaxia said merrily.

			‘Yes.’ Damn those demon eyes, which doubtlessly picked up the minute twinge of her heart. She didn’t want to care about that cursed father of hers. He’d nearly been the death of her, for hell’s sake. ‘After he was executed—’

			‘Thrown to the hounds, wasn’t he?’

			‘Are you going to let me talk?’ Thysandra said between clenched teeth.

			‘Apologies.’ Anaxia sent her a sharp-toothed grin, then pointedly pressed her lips tight shut. Her gesture with the dagger said, Go on, then.

			‘After he was executed,’ Thysandra stubbornly continued, ‘it seemed like the entire family would be shunned or killed. The Mother took pity on me and made sure I could grow up at the Crimson Court in safety.’

			Anaxia’s expression suggested she was about to produce another dig at the Mother and her mercy, but she miraculously remained silent.

			‘I … I’m not sure what else there is to tell,’ Thysandra said, feeling strangely self-conscious. Her interrogator was watching her with far too much interest. As if she was standing on a stage before a grand audience, rather than sitting cramped in the dry grass, tangled in vines. ‘I learned to fight. I learned to handle my magic. I was good at it.’

			‘Wonderful,’ Anaxia said vaguely. ‘Were you a happy child?’

			‘What?’

			‘Were you happy?’

			‘I … I’m not sure?’ What kind of a question was that? And still those blue eyes were watching her with that unwavering attention, holding a curiosity that made Thysandra’s skin crawl … The bloody irony of it. So often she’d wished the world would see her for once, and now that she was finally seen, she felt almost desperate to get away. ‘Why do you care?’

			‘I’m holding a knife,’ Anaxia said dryly. ‘I’m asking the questions here.’

			Thysandra swallowed. Was that a threat? It sounded like a threat, and yet nothing had ever looked as deliciously harmless as the small female sitting before her in the grass – eyes shining with excitement, pink lips curving into the most delighted of smiles. Everything about this little demon looked sweet and pretty and light, the polar opposite of the dangerous sneers and whetted blades of life at the court. Perhaps it hadn’t been a threat at all? Perhaps it was simply … a joke?

			Just what she wants you to think. 

			But Anaxia hadn’t killed her yet, had she? If only she knew why – why all these questions, why all these smiles?

			Had she been a happy child?

			She’d never even asked herself that question before. She’d survived. She’d been stronger, smarter, faster than the others, which was in itself a happy feat in the cutthroat world of the Crimson Court. And then the Mother had noticed her – then the Mother had praised her and showered her with love.

			She had been happy then.

			It burned on her lips, suddenly, the whole gods-dammed history. She’d never told anyone. She’d cried in the dark after everything collapsed, and then she’d kicked herself and strived to be even stronger, even smarter, even faster. One didn’t survive at the court by whining and snivelling, by showing even the tiniest gap in one’s armour.

			Anaxia looked even more attentive. Those wise blue eyes … as if she knew. As if she cared. 

			‘I …’ Thysandra started, so dangerously close to breaking. ‘I don’t know …’

			And then, just before the words poured free in earnest, a sudden, horrible certainty washed over her.

			This was demon influence, wasn’t it?

			She abruptly shut her mouth, the slap of teeth on teeth painfully brusque. Good gods, of course it was. That explained everything – this ridiculous attraction she felt, this misplaced sense of trust that was creeping over her. Anaxia had realised open attack wouldn’t do, and had instead set her powers to work in more subtle ways, luring her captive into an illusion of security – into betraying the Mother’s secrets out of some artificial desire to please.  

			Thysandra’s breath quickened. Yes, clearly this was why she’d been kept alive so far. It had to be. Her feelings had been forced upon her, this bone-deep tiredness, this ridiculous urge to curl up and cry in an enemy’s arms – no other explanation was possible. So she had to be rational, now. Very, very rational, with no regard for this unsettling doubt slithering around her heart – a demon’s fabricated doubt, not her own.

			‘This is not going to work, you know?’ she bit out, swallowing every vulnerable confession she’d almost allowed to escape. ‘I’m not going to give in to your games. You might as well kill me, if that was your plan.’

			‘My games?’ The surprise in Anaxia’s voice was dangerously convincing. As she wants you to think. As she’s making you think. ‘What games would I be playing? Do you think this is some backwards attempt to seduce you into treason?’

			‘What else would it be?’ Thysandra snapped. Seduce. Fuck, that had to be demon magic, too, hadn’t it – the way her eyes faltered on those delicate lips as the word echoed in her mind? ‘I’m trying to kill you. It wouldn’t make sense to expect any mercy from you.’

			Anaxia nodded slowly, curls bouncing around her face, lips quirking with amusement. ‘Mercy is admittedly the last thing you should expect from me.’

			‘So you’re admitting it?’

			‘Admitting what? I already told you exactly why I’m keeping you alive.’

			‘Because …’ Thysandra shook her head as if to chase away a persistent fly. It didn’t stop the demon magic from bending her thoughts in disconcerting ways – it didn’t stop her skin from burning hotter every time her gaze slid across the addictive interest in those blue eyes. ‘Because my feelings intrigue you?’

			‘Yes,’ Anaxia said dryly. ‘That’s all. Honestly, darling, if I’d wanted information on the court, I’d have picked prey more susceptible to my powers. There are several tens of thousands of those around at the moment, you see.’

			Darling – there was a suggestion in that word, in the purred tone of those syllables. Thysandra swallowed, her mouth abruptly dry. Demon magic, she repeated to herself. Demon magic. She would not be looking at those delicate fingers around her dagger if not for the artificial stuttering of her heart, the fake blush warming her face. She would not be thinking of those same fingers on her skin, or of her hands clawing at Anaxia’s slender waist. If only she could use her ring; the pain would put a quick stop to this nonsense …

			‘Stop it,’ she breathed, yanking at her bonds. ‘Please.’

			Anaxia cocked her head again. The left shoulder of her dress slid down a fraction at the motion, revealing more alabaster skin, a fragile collarbone, the upper swell of a small breast. There was no denying it now – Thysandra could feel the heat rising within her, the instinctive urge to reach out and touch, to know if that skin was as soft as it looked. 

			‘I said stop it!’ She staggered to her feet without thinking, panic driving her muscles to move. No matter how hard she wrenched and wrestled, the ivy bonds didn’t give way. ‘Just kill me, if this is the game you want to play! I’m not—’

			‘Thysandra,’ Anaxia said, her voice still laced with that insufferable amusement as she flipped the dagger around and around, ‘I’m not doing anything.’

			Thysandra lurched forward.

			Her balance was off with her hands bound, but she hadn’t spent several human lifetimes on the training fields to let that hold her back; her undamaged left wing swept out and hit her dagger with perfect timing, skewering the black-and-gold membrane onto that cold steel edge. The blinding pain was a relief. A liberation. That would teach the little bitch to stick her powers in places they did not belong – and it would cure her of this senseless arousal just as quickly …

			‘What are you doing?’ Anaxia shrieked.

			‘Stopping you,’ she ground out. The searing pain through her wing grew even more urgent as the dagger thudded to the ground, and her knees almost buckled. Gasping for breath, staggering back, she squeezed her eyes shut. Was this enough? It had to be enough – but why wasn’t Anaxia crying out in agony yet?

			Gentle fingers brushed over the back of her wings.

			Pain mingled with explosive pleasure, a caress of fire that sent Thysandra dropping to her knees despite her best attempts. Again those fingers trailed over her wounded wing, and Anaxia murmured, ‘Oh, you poor, misguided idiot …’

			‘Stop,’ Thysandra gasped, struggling to shut out the part of her that reacted easily, eagerly, to those unforgivable touches. Fae didn’t brush each other’s wings except in the most intimate circumstances. It was too sweet, that touch – too heated. ‘Please, stop.’

			For a moment, the hands disappeared, and it took all she had to hold back a moan of disappointment. Then those breathtakingly tender fingertips brushed over her wrists instead, her hands, her fingers, prying off her sharpened ring. Before Thysandra could form a coherent protest, Anaxia quietly said, ‘I’m going to release your hands so you can heal those wings. Don’t get ideas.’

			The pain didn’t leave room for ideas. Every nerve and thought seemed to be occupied by nothing but that burning, throbbing torment, and Thysandra’s hands took control of the situation as soon as the vine bonds gave way, clawing for the dark earth to draw magic from the surface. Blue for healing. Relief came immediately as the ray of colour hit her injuries, and for two heady heartbeats, she was too grateful to think.

			Then she blinked open her eyes and found Anaxia standing in front of her, towering over her, a vision of pearly white and blushing pink against the stark blue sky.

			There was no rhyme or reason to the stutter of her heart – none at all. Thysandra believed in strength and power, in stoic resolve and fierce independence. There was no place in her life for softness or fragility or – the gods help her – prettiness. And yet here she knelt, wounded and exposed, and her eyes clung to every exquisite, forbidden sight before her, the shape of pert little breasts below a thin dress, the curve of slender hips. The invitation of moist, pink lips, parted a fraction. The eager spark of interest in those cornflower eyes.

			And all she could think about was the touch of those unforgivably gentle fingers on her skin. 

			Like some … some harlot.

			She no longer heard the battle behind the hills. The world was folding in on her, suffocating her in its stifling grip.

			‘No,’ she breathed. ‘I … I’m not …’

			‘You really do make things difficult for yourself,’ Anaxia informed her, sounding pleased with herself. Her smile shone with a mixture of pity and something far more dangerous, something that once again made Thysandra’s feet itch to run. ‘Have you considered that it’s a perfectly normal thing to feel a little heated, coming straight from a battle and being faced with a pretty girl asking invasive questions?’

			Thysandra swallowed. ‘You’re—’

			‘Pretty enough, and don’t deny it – I know what you feel when you look at me.’ Another wolfish grin. ‘To keep matters even, I’ll admit I don’t hate the sight of you at all.’

			For fuck’s sake. That was not a compliment worthy of blushing, was it? More vulgar things had been hissed at her in the halls of the court or in the soldiers’ barracks, but Thysandra’s cheeks heated as if she’d been granted the blessing of the Mother herself, and her voice came out husky. ‘Absolutely nothing about this seems natural to me.’

			‘No?’

			‘We’re trying to kill each other, for the bloody gods’ sakes!’ Her voice rose. ‘You were about to fucking strangle me.’

			‘Well,’ Anaxia said – and damn her for biting her plump bottom lip so pensively, ‘some people would consider that a rather stimulating activity, of course.’

			‘I would never— I’m not like that!’ 

			‘Are you sure?’ A mischievous smile lit up that blushing face. ‘Because your current state is not my doing, either. Perhaps you’re simply about to learn a little more about your own … preferences?’

			‘It has to be you,’ Thysandra insisted shrilly, ignoring the little voice of reason that reminded her the pain had done nothing to numb the supposed demon influence, and that Anaxia should not have remained so unaffected if their senses had been tangled up in that moment. ‘I know it’s you. If I have to cut off my bloody wings to prove it—’

			‘Oh, please don’t,’ Anaxia said, pulling a face. ‘They’re pretty.’

			‘Then prove to me you’re not toying with my feelings right now!’ Her voice was slowly creeping closer to hysterical, and she didn’t seem able to help herself. This should have been a victory, damn it, not some shameful defeat of her own body and mind, making her feel like she was being turned inside out and liking it. ‘Make a bargain on it, or I will—’

			‘A bargain on what – on not using demon magic against you?’ Anaxia let out a giggle. ‘Darling, you can’t just demand I give up my only line of defence against you. You’re not that intriguing.’

			‘Fine!’ Thysandra burst out, jumping to her feet. ‘I won’t attack you, either! Happy? Make it a temporary ceasefire, and as soon as I know …’

			She couldn’t finish that sentence. As soon as I know it’s all your doing, I’ll find a way to kill you. As soon as I know it’s me after all …

			No. No, it wasn’t her.

			‘Sure about that?’ Anaxia said, a brilliant smile spreading over her face. ‘That will make it significantly harder to throw my head into the Mother’s lap, you know.’

			‘Temporarily,’ Thysandra snapped. ‘Make it an hour.’

			‘Twenty-four hours.’ 

			‘What?’

			Anaxia shrugged, revealing another inch of rosy skin as her dress slipped down her shoulder. ‘I’d prefer to be far away from you by the time this truce ends. My head is pretty dear to me.’

			‘Six hours.’ This was ridiculous, she realised, trying in vain not to stare at that tantalising glimpse of the demon’s body. Six hours of giving up her hunt, all because of some unwelcome lust? But she had to know – how could she ever trust herself again if she didn’t? 

			‘Twelve,’ Anaxia countered, holding out a slender hand. ‘Final offer.’

			Thysandra grabbed that hand before she could balk – dark fingers interlaced with pale ones, callouses meeting soft, unmarred skin. She shouldn’t be doing this. She should just use her magic in this unguarded moment and kill the wench – but if she did, she’d never know …

			‘It’s a bargain,’ she ground out.
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			Until the very last moment, Naxi was sure Thysandra would pull back.

			But those strong, calloused fingers held tight as a blinding heat ignited between their palms, the sensation of building magic so intense it lay a hair’s breadth removed from pain. Light glowed where their hands were pressed together, brighter than even the midsummer sun; tendrils of white magic snuck out between their fingers, wrapping themselves like vines around the intertwined evidence of their truce.

			And then, with a last, sharp sting of pain, all of it was gone.

			Naxi had dealt with this particular type of fae magic enough to have expected it, and yet everything was different now that her partner in this bargain was the fascinating specimen standing before her. Thysandra was a tangle of conflicting emotions as she yanked back her hand and studied the white bargain mark that had appeared on the inside of her wrist – a small, diamond-like shard, like a gemstone growing out through the skin. There was disgust there behind that proud mask of her face, and self-reproach. Relief, faint and fleeting. Anger, at herself more than anyone else, and unmistakable no matter how hard she tried to suppress it, those honest stings of lust.

			But no fear.

			Still no fear.

			It made no sense, but demon magic didn’t lie. The fae had not been scared even with her own dagger pressed to her throat. She hadn’t flinched at mentions of torture and murder, hadn’t cowered from Naxi’s laughter like even her friends couldn’t help but do at times. Only the thought of her own mind betraying her had stirred something close to a panic, and that hadn’t even been demon work at all.

			It was almost a miracle – and you couldn’t just slit a miracle’s throat, could you?

			‘Well?’ Naxi broke the almost-silence, ignoring the pathetic whining on the battlefield behind her. Couldn’t the poor sods be a little quieter? She had discoveries to make, damn them. ‘Have you been cured of your ill-timed feelings yet?’

			Thysandra stared at her, breath coming a little too fast.

			Oh, but she was delicious, standing there like that – full breasts heaving against her scarlet dress, muscular limbs tense, a hint of fraying control in those wary dark eyes. Naxi felt herself grow less interested in battles and bloodshed by the minute. The damn Rules said she had to restrain herself, of course, said that she had to fulfil her promises and help the friends who’d stayed behind on the frontlines … But she’d killed a hundred and seventy-eight fae already, and number hundred and seventy-nine didn’t fear her.

			Only herself.

			Only, perhaps, what Naxi made her feel.

			It took an effort not to laugh out loud at the burst of intoxicating freedom.

			‘Is this some trick?’ Thysandra whispered, swallowing heavily. Her eyes clung to Naxi’s every movement with a heady, almost dazed focus, as if she might discourage her brewing arousal by looking at the truth hard enough. ‘Some … some … enchantment?’

			‘Oh, darling.’ If she’d been able to feel empathy, she might have felt sorry for the flailing soul before her. ‘You know it’s not.’

			Thysandra took half a step back, head shaking aimlessly. 

			‘I’m not judging, you know,’ Naxi added brightly, following her equally slowly over the brown grass. This was wrong, and she knew it – her rational, sensible mind knew it, at least. But without a firm sense of good and bad to back it up, her mind was always fighting a lone battle, and this time its opponent was the ever-increasing challenge presented by this peculiar fae. How much would it take to finally scare her? How on earth would she withstand the temptation to try? ‘You don’t need to hide yourself from me, not that you’d be able to. Why not just … take what you want?’

			Thysandra’s lip curled up a fraction. ‘As demons do?’ 

			The words were hissed with familiar hate, and despite herself, Naxi flinched. As demons did, yes. As she had done before, and look what had come of it – a world that feared her.

			‘Yes,’ she said, voice a little throaty. ‘So?’

			‘I’m not like you!’ Thysandra burst out, staggering another step back, licking her dry lips as she released a mirthless laugh. ‘I’ll never be like you! I have my … my … integrity and my loyalty … I don’t just live for pleasure like your kind does, do you understand? I know my duty!’

			‘Ah, yes,’ Naxi said, ‘and I guess lusting after enemies is not part of your duty, then?’

			Thysandra parted her lips as if to deny it, then seemed to recall whom she was speaking to and shut her mouth again. For a single, high-strung moment, they merely stared at each other across three feet of empty space, a single step between them that might as well have been a gaping abyss.

			‘No,’ she said helplessly, and then again, as if to convince herself, ‘No, it isn’t.’

			‘Then again …’ Naxi cocked her head, studying her subject as if she didn’t notice the stuttering of her heart. ‘What has duty ever done for you, exactly?’

			‘The Mother’s love …’

			‘Ah, that love that has her ignoring you?’

			A guess, but it seemed to be a good one. ‘She didn’t always …’ Thysandra threw a wild look around, as if the High Lady of all fae herself might appear on the nearest hilltop to sigh disappointedly at her pupil’s straying. ‘Look, of course you don’t fucking understand! You don’t even know what love means! How could you ever understand why I’m not … not …’

			‘Fucking my brains out yet?’ Naxi suggested pleasantly.

			A new core of heat stirred within the other female at the words. ‘Yes,’ she snapped.

			‘But perhaps it’s the opposite,’ Naxi said, lowering her voice as she took another step closer. Her opponent didn’t move, watching her with eyes that begged her both to leave and to tear off every inch of cloth separating them. ‘Healers rarely diagnose themselves. Has it occurred to you I may know everything about love exactly because I’m not bothered much by the messy, daily reality of it?’

			Thysandra stood rooted to her spot, shaking like a twig in the wind.

			‘The Mother doesn’t love you,’ Naxi said calmly, feeling the punch of the words as if she was on the receiving end of them herself. ‘Love wouldn’t require strict obedience. Love wouldn’t come with these conditions you’re torturing yourself to meet or require you to change yourself, and it certainly doesn’t come and go whenever it’s convenient. What you are to her is a tool. A useful object. And I’m guessing that the moment she found a replacement—’

			‘Shut up.’ Thysandra’s voice cracked. ‘Shut up.’

			‘—you were shoved aside. That’s what happened, isn’t it? She got tired of you, found a better pet to toy with, and decided—’

			To the untrained eye, the fae female’s lunge might have looked like an attack. But any attempt at attacking would have activated the truce bargain between them, and in that case, Naxi’s demon senses would have caught up on the resulting pain. 

			Yet there was no pain as Thysandra’s fingers clutched her collar and yanked her closer.

			Their lips crashed together without warning, a kiss that was all teeth and nails, hate-fuelled and desperate. Naxi’s mind went blank as Thysandra’s tongue forced its way into her mouth, not so much exploring but rather demanding – their battle resumed in the only way the bargain allowed, doing away with all rules and promises. Shouldn’t lost its meaning. Can’t lost its meaning. This fight tasted of blood and berries, felt like sin and satin, and Naxi came up on her toes and fisted her fingers in dark, gold-flecked hair without allowing herself another single thought.

			She received a snarl in response as Thysandra deepened the kiss.

			Their bodies burned wherever they were pressed together, a wildfire igniting across their hips and breasts and fingertips that made the sun seem a lukewarm flicker above them. Thysandra’s hands roved over Naxi’s waist and hips, tearing at her linen dress, leaving scratch marks in their wake. Gods, those hands – calloused and strong and furiously eager … With a shiver, Naxi let go of the fae’s dark locks and trailed her fingers down in turn, finding her way across powerful shoulders, the leathery onset of wings, the coiled muscles of the lower back …

			Thysandra broke away before she could wander lower, gasping for breath. 

			Naxi found herself staring into the eyes of a wounded animal – the fae’s face twisted with regret, her lips swollen from the kiss, the savage redness of her mouth a gaping gash against the dark umber of her skin. There was a hollowness in her expression, and a fierceness, too, the look of a predator trapped by hunters.

			Her hands still clawed into Naxi’s waist.

			‘You …’ Thysandra started, then faltered, eyes darting over the evidence of her own transgressions. ‘You …’

			‘Don’t blame me,’ Naxi breathed reflexively. Rules, something in the back of her mind whispered. Friends. Dying. She was leaving them to their fates, just like demons did, just like she’d promised she’d never do again – but feverish eyes were watching her, eager and repulsed at once, and still she couldn’t catch a sliver of fear. ‘I didn’t start it.’

			Thysandra drew in a shivering breath, but didn’t respond, didn’t even attempt to deny it.

			This had to be the end of it, Naxi knew. It was too dangerous to linger here. She was needed on the battlefield, fighting opponents she hadn’t bargained to leave alone; the gods knew there were plenty of fae left for her to kill. But those haunted dark eyes before her didn’t move away, and she couldn’t bring herself to avert her gaze, to step back from this smarting soul folding in upon itself.

			‘So?’ Naxi murmured, feeling like it wasn’t her own mouth uttering those words. ‘What is it like, giving up on your duty?’

			‘I shouldn’t be doing this.’ The word came out like a prayer, a proverb learned by heart, spoken again and again until it’s lost all meaning. ‘The Mother will never trust me again. If she finds out …’

			‘Does she trust you now?’

			Thysandra’s jaw tightened, her voice sharpened. ‘Of course she does!’

			‘You may be right,’ Naxi admitted reluctantly. ‘Trusts you so much, really, that she no longer sees a need to be kind to you. You’ll do her bidding anyway.’

			This time she received no answer but the eloquent twitch of lips pressed together.

			‘I was right, wasn’t I?’ This was work she excelled in, luring out secrets, coaxing out confessions. Even creatures without love wished to be charming at times, and she’d rarely been so grateful for her father’s lessons as in this moment. ‘She got tired of you. Found a shinier target for her attentions. And even while you won’t admit it—’

			‘I wish,’ Thysandra snapped, ‘that you’d stop talking.’

			The words were out before she could stop herself. ‘Well, you know how to shut me up now, don’t you?’

			‘That was a mistake.’ Finally Thysandra’s hands let go of her waist, and even under the midday sun, the skin they left behind felt cold and lonely. Tightly, the fae added, ‘I should go back. I have work to do. If I don’t return and we lose this battle, I’ll hate myself for the rest of my life.’

			Oh, that was a feeling Naxi knew … but she’d never been good at duty, and this female drenched in it seemed to inspire the exact opposite in every fibre of her being, a want that went up against all sensible obstacles. The Rules had been crafted all those years ago to make her less volatile. Less demon. Less her. She had accepted that stifling corset gladly, too happy with the company to refuse it, too eager for the revenge her new friends and allies offered her – yet it had itched all the same.

			And standing before her was someone who wouldn’t shrink away from her even in her bloodiest, unruliest state of being. Thysandra might loathe her, perhaps, resist her, try to kill her for no reason but the demon blood in her veins … but she still didn’t look away.

			‘So you’ll join your army again,’ Naxi said sweetly, ‘and watch others being lauded as heroes of war afterwards?’

			‘It doesn’t matter,’ Thysandra rasped, eyes not swerving away for even a second. ‘I need to go back.’

			‘Yes,’ Naxi murmured. ‘I know. So should I.’

			Neither of them moved.

			‘You said you had rules,’ Thysandra added, and it sounded almost like a plea. Be stronger than I am. Stop me when I can’t. ‘Do they mean so little to you, then?’

			‘Oh, but perhaps,’ Naxi said slowly, ‘you just mean that much to me.’

			A scoff. ‘You don’t know me.’

			‘I should have known you.’

			The words lingered between them, an antidote to poison. Thysandra the Nameless. Thysandra the Unremarkable. Those dark fae eyes had widened, gleaming with a vulnerability that left demon magic redundant for two loaded heartbeats; swollen lips twitched without sound, trying to find words for the unspeakable.

			‘So,’ Naxi said, and it felt like letting go, like launching herself out of a tree without knowing where she’d land, ‘are you going to let me talk?’

			At least this time she saw the kiss coming.

			It felt like an inevitability, the clash of their hungry mouths – like stars colliding after aeons of soaring through the empty void. Thysandra tasted like war and desperation, her tongue a wild, irresistible thing, her moans a symphony of need. The sound turned Naxi’s blood to fire, swept her heart into a thundering frenzy. Her hands found a path of their own, tangling in hair and clothes. They kissed like they had nothing left to lose, no rules to break or queens to betray, no victory to claim but this blistering need for release. Who cared about the battle raging mere strides away, about the fate of a world about to be decided? There was soft skin and rough breaths here, a short, blissful escape from the worst of reality.

			‘I’m guessing,’ Naxi gasped, drawing back for air, ‘that that’s a no?’

			‘Shut’ – the word was snarled against her lips like a curse – ‘up.’

			Their mouths melted together again.

			Without allowing herself time to reconsider, Naxi dug her fingers into the nape of Thysandra’s neck as they kissed, pressing her closer. Raked her nails down that proud, straight spine. Moved her hands back up again as their tongues fought their silent war, explored the contours of muscles with a feverish intensity until she could no longer restrain herself and finally cupped the supple swell of Thysandra’s breasts, thumbs finding hard nipples below the smooth red cloth.

			Thysandra let out a low growl of pleasure.

			No time to think. No time to stop. Naxi broke their kiss, breathing heavily, and began to trail kisses down that slender neck, nipping at the skin, marking her territory. Thysandra let out a small whimper when Naxi’s mouth closed in on the pulse of her throat. Any sensible soul should have been scared out of their wits … but through the haze of lust, Naxi could detect nothing but desire in that other rattling heart, nothing but a thirst to meet hers.

			Who would have thought it would be so freeing to find a power matching her own – to let go of the damn Rules, of those ties restricting her every single movement, and receive encouragement in return?

			She kissed her way to a smooth shoulder, the sharp edge of a collarbone, savouring the trembles and gasps she received in response. It seemed a waste to stay in one place for too long, so she moved on, brushing her lips over the first curve of Thysandra’s left breast, stroking her pebbling nipples with her thumbs at the same time. Thysandra dropped her head back with a moan, and it was that unspoken invitation, the wonder and daring in it, that shattered the last of Naxi’s fragile self-restraint.

			If this was a surrender, how could she not claim the spoils of war?

			With a single fierce yank, she tore the red robe down the middle, bearing plump dark breasts to the sunlight. The sight of Thysandra standing there, her hair tousled, her chest heaving with shock and desire, was enough to press the air from her lungs; Naxi had to force herself to breathe as she bent her head and took one dark pink nipple into her mouth. It tasted of salt, of sweat and arousal.

			She sucked hard.

			Thysandra’s cry mirrored the pleasure Naxi felt coiling through her.

			And fuck, maybe she was an animal after all, living only for pleasure and instant gratification, because there was no trace of rule or reason left in her now with her lips on warm skin and her teeth teasing that pink bud. Her world narrowed to only their bodies, to what she felt and made to feel. She licked roughly and felt Thysandra’s cry of pleasure more than heard it. She sucked again and felt Thysandra’s knees waver like they were her own. She nibbled gently with her sharp teeth and recognised the searing flare of pleasure that followed, the need for more, for better.

			And still, no fear.

			She bit down more fiercely.

			Thysandra arched into her with a sob of bliss. Her pained gasps mingled with the rush in Naxi’s ears, begging her to continue, pleading for more, and Naxi sucked and licked and nipped until she tasted blood, until Thysandra’s legs buckled and she finally staggered to her knees in the grass, hands clutching at the dry earth. 

			Only then did Naxi push her down to lie on her back.

			She’d brought hundreds of warriors to their knees over the centuries, and no triumph had been this exquisite before. She grinned down at Thysandra as she lay there, legs and wings splayed, dress torn, eyes dazed with pleasure. Desire beat like a pulse between her thighs, and she felt an echo of the same sensation from the body in the grass.

			Oh, there was no question of her true nature now. She was going to devour this delicious creature, Rules be damned, and whether she still had a home to return to by the time the sun rose tomorrow … Well, she’d see.

			Later.

			Arousal throbbed hot in her blood as she sank to her knees in the grass and tugged the torn red dress aside. Thysandra stifled a mewl as Naxi lowered her head and licked a line down the valley of her breasts, her ribs, her soft belly, and the hard muscles below … Finally she reached the end of the tear she’d created, where the dress covered the last secrets of this powerful body. Rather than tearing farther, she slid her fingers beneath the red skirt and trailed up along a taut shin, knee, thigh, the warrior’s muscles tense beneath her questing fingers.

			Thysandra moaned, spreading her legs wider as by command.

			‘Oh, good girl,’ Naxi murmured, looking up to meet her gaze. Those dark fae eyes had glazed over, all wariness gone, following her movements with desperate intensity. ‘Do you want me to go on?’

			‘I want you’ – the words came from behind gritted teeth – ‘to finish what you started.’

			‘Mm.’ Naxi stroked her thigh again, then probed a last inch upwards, trailing a first exploratory finger over thin linen underwear. The soaked fabric did nothing to hide the wetness beneath. ‘You’re still telling yourself that I was the one to start it?’

			Thysandra let out a strangled sound. ‘I didn’t …’

			‘No?’ Naxi purred as she ran her finger across the length of the slit in the fabric. Thysandra shuddered, hips jerking up off the grass, a rush of breath parting her lips. ‘You didn’t come running after me even after chasing me off the battlefield? You didn’t start kissing me before I even laid a hand on you?’

			‘I didn’t mean … I didn’t expect …’ A powerless, sob-like gasp escaped her as Naxi repeated her caress. ‘Oh, I’m going to kill you.’

			‘You’ll need some patience for that, darling,’ Naxi said smugly, lowering her head. ‘You made a bargain, if you recall. So if you don’t mind passing the eleven hours in between in a slightly more enjoyable way …’

			Thysandra’s answer was half-moan, half-curse. With a chuckle, Naxi returned her attention to the thin slip of linen under her fingers, peeled the pristine white fabric off the smooth dark skin with careful fingers. Glistening lips emerged from below, dark curls streaked with gold. Ever so gentle, she parted those intimate folds with the fingers of her right hand, studying the vulnerable pink flesh between.

			‘I don’t suppose,’ she murmured, ‘that anyone at that cursed court of yours has told you how beautiful you are?’

			Thysandra’s breath hitched. Naxi didn’t wait for protestations, for arguments, as she bent over and pressed her lips to that sweet warmth, breathing in the musky smell of blood and sweat and pure need. Gods, but what was the sense in principles when one could have this, the sweet and unthinking surrender to everything her vengeance had denied her?

			She drew her tongue up the length of that welcoming slit, savouring the madness.

			Thysandra’s gasp was a plea for more, and her strong thighs clenched tight around Naxi’s shoulders. Again she licked her way up that achingly delicate length, revelling in the taste of victory, drawing the folds tight between her lips, sucking and nibbling at the tender flesh. Only when Thysandra’s body began to shudder did she draw away from that tantalising heat. The blood rushing in her ears nearly drowned out the whimper of protest that escaped the fae’s lips.

			‘So impatient,’ Naxi cooed. Her own body yearned for release, the pleasure and tension building in her just as it did in her lover – but this was still a battlefield, and she’d be damned if she lost sight of that undeniable fact. She licked salted honey from her lips and added, ‘We still have eleven and a half hours left, in case you forgot.’

			‘I hope you don’t think I’ll waste eleven hours of my time by—’

			‘No one said anything about wasting,’ Naxi said smugly, continuing to stroke that throbbing core in the rhythm she could feel Thysandra reacting to most strongly. ‘It’ll be my most noble and imperative goal to drive you mad in every single way I can think of, and preferably a few more. A most useful learning experience for the both of us, I expect.’

			Thysandra came up on her elbows, breath quickening as Naxi slid a single probing finger into the pulsing warmth of her sex. ‘You’re still trying to best me.’

			‘You’re catching on.’

			‘And then – oh, gods – then what do you think I’ll do?’ That deep fae voice grew steadily shriller as Naxi slid her index finger deeper and deeper, exploring the way flesh and muscle quivered and twitched around her touches. ‘Throw myself at your feet in eleven hours and promise to never hurt you again?’

			‘If you’re kneeling at my feet,’ Naxi said, flashing her a grin, ‘I could think of better ways for you to spend your energy.’

			With a jolt, Thysandra shot back, jerking into a messy tangle of limbs and scarred wings and torn red cloth as she scrambled to her knees in the grass. For one terrible moment, Naxi knew she’d gone too far, knew she’d offered just one challenge too many … and then the fae female snarled, seized her by the back of her head, and pulled her in for a bruising kiss, pressing her to the ground in turn.

			‘Two can play that game, demon.’

			The warning was there, the menacing allure, and yet Naxi tasted a small shift in that dazed fae heart – something close to nervousness. It was there, too, as Thysandra’s strong hands seized her dress and bunched up the hem. It was there as the fae knelt between her thighs and took in the unmistakable wetness that had soaked Naxi’s underwear, the blonde curls peeking around the edges of the delicate lace.

			Guessing was a demon’s skill. ‘Have you ever had a female lover before?’

			Thysandra’s head jerked up, lip curling a fraction. ‘I never needed one.’

			Not at the Crimson Court, where affairs were just another way of securing temporary alliances, of catching the attention of the right nobles and sending the right messages to those you’d refused. Gender wasn’t the relevant factor. Wealth and power were. Who cared if you liked cocks at all, as long as their owner had what you needed?

			Naxi quirked a smile and reached down, stripping the lacy cloth off her hips without breaking eye contact. ‘All the more of a learning experience, then.’

			Thysandra huffed a laugh. ‘The ideal practice object is dispensable, isn’t it?’

			Something about her tone sent a twinge through Naxi’s chest. Thank the gods her opponent wasn’t a demon. ‘The ideal practice object is anyone you want enough to forget about manners and pride,’ she corrected, making an effort to imitate that icy tone. ‘Don’t lie to me, fae. You’re doing this because you want to devour me, and that’s all there is to it.’

			‘Devour you,’ Thysandra admitted, and the way her eyes flicked down, taking in the sight of thighs spread before her betrayed her anticipation, ‘then destroy you. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’

			Naxi rolled her eyes, grabbed the other female’s hair, and pulled down her head. Little strength was needed. Guiding Thysandra’s lips to the throbbing spot between her legs was like pulling a compass needle to the north – a motion happening in spite of her as much as because of her. The fae’s mouth closed over her in a quick, almost careless motion, and the sight of her dark eyes losing focus could have sent a creature of lesser will releasing on the spot.

			Naxi swallowed her moan and dug her nails into the ground as Thysandra sucked, her head bobbing with a subtle but increasing rhythm. Fuck. If not for the subtle tingles of doubt and curiosity, if not for the far more noticeable wonder and newness, Naxi wouldn’t have known this was a first time, wouldn’t have realised she was a test subject under inexperienced hands and lips. Thysandra found her pleasure with a warrior’s instincts, testing and teasing, pivoting with lightning speed whenever the response was not to her liking. Her tongue danced and flicked, gentle, then harder, then gentle again until Naxi couldn’t help but growl. In response, Thysandra pushed her thighs wider and delved deeper, swirling her tongue over the slick flesh of Naxi’s entrance.

			Naxi moaned again.

			It was the damn thrill of knowing she had done this – that stoic, sensible Thysandra was kneeling between her legs and giving in to desires she’d hidden even from herself for centuries of disciplined life. It was the loss of control. Her hips bucked as she attempted to rub herself against that clever mouth, and the heady, triumphant need that spiralled through her tormentor was as addictive as the pleasure itself.

			Was she giving in?

			Dead gods help her, she was giving in.

			Thysandra’s tongue swirled over that most sensitive spot one last time, then pressed into her, drinking deep – and Naxi surrendered. Release convulsed through her, turning pleasure into something that edged along the territory of pain, something familiar and yet so very new that she lost track of the lines between her own senses and demon magic for a blissful heartbeat or two. Thysandra’s intoxicated triumph wrapped itself around her heart. Lust and burning need. The harsh ambition of a hunter close to snaring her prey.

			No fear.

			In that single moment, Naxi could have wept with the impossible relief of it.

			Then, through the haze of her own bliss, she caught sight of Thysandra’s movements, dark fingers sneaking below a torn red skirt. In the blink of an eye she’d regained her presence of mind, jolting up from the grass so they were sitting almost nose to nose.

			‘Don’t you dare,’ she snapped, the words coming out in a low growl nowhere like her usual voice. ‘You’re not denying me the taste of that pretty slit of yours, Sashka. Lie down.’

			Thysandra didn’t move, kneeling in the dry grass. Her lips were glistening with pleasure, but her eyes were piercingly acute again. ‘What did you call me?’

			‘Lie down,’ Naxi repeated with a snarl, ‘and let me fuck you. Make me wait and I’ll make you wait, and trust me, you’re not going to like it.’

			‘That’s a nymph name,’ Thysandra insisted hoarsely, even as she sank obediently into the grass. ‘Why did you—’

			‘Would you prefer for me to go back to fae? Spread your legs.’

			Thysandra’s throat bobbed, but she obliged, baring those sculpted thighs, the soft curve of her hips, and the lips of her sex, still swollen and glistening. Even without her demon senses, Naxi would have known by sight that the other female was too far gone to resist for long.

			‘Close your eyes,’ she said softly.

			Thysandra’s eyes widened in shock, then fluttered shut almost unwillingly. Her shoulders didn’t relax with that little surrender, and her hands remained balled to fists in the grass.

			‘And don’t you dare open them,’ Naxi warned, voice dripping with promise as she crawled over the taller body beneath her. She cupped her hand around Thysandra’s breast, then pinched the nipple, eliciting a sharp gasp. Long, dark lashes fluttered, but the fae didn’t open her eyes, her jaw tight with the effort it took. 

			With a gentle brush over the onset of her left wing, Naxi murmured, ‘That’s more like it.’

			Thysandra exhaled with a shudder, exquisite muscles tense below her smooth, dark skin. ‘But …’

			‘Oh, I really suggest you don’t finish that sentence, Sashka.’ She lowered her head and pressed a quick kiss to the ridge of a rib, then brushed another over Thysandra’s right shoulder. Already the other female was trembling, her breath coming in brief, harsh gasps. ‘Be a good little thing and let me have my way with you, and I might even let you come before the hour is over.’

			A small whimper escaped Thysandra’s throat as she melted into the grass, limbs shaking as they loosened against the earth.

			‘Fast learner,’ Naxi breathed, nibbling gently on the fae’s pointed ear. ‘I’m looking forward to seeing your progress.’

			She dipped her head lower, circling one of Thysandra’s nipples with her tongue. The other female cried out, arching into her, attempting to rub her sex against any surface she could find. Naxi easily moved away. Under the scorching sun, she felt a small trickle of sweat running between her shoulder blades – hard work, winning battles.

			But she could win this one. She just needed to keep her head clear.

			Moving down, she kissed and licked and nibbled, demon senses taking note of every shiver and every sting of pleasure, every heated flare and every softening muscle. She dipped her tongue into the groove between Thysandra’s breasts, then traced her fingers lightly over the other female’s stomach. She pinched the firm curve of a thigh, teased soft kisses over a leathery wing surface. Within minutes, Thysandra’s movements turned wild and unfocused, every inch of her shaking in anticipation of the next touch.

			‘Patience,’ Naxi cooed, enjoying the twisting of that muscular fae body as Thysandra attempted to lure fingers, tongue, anything, to the aching heat between her thighs. ‘I won’t release you until you’re screaming and begging for it, darling.’

			‘I … I don’t …’ The words tumbled out without focus. ‘I won’t …’

			Naxi chuckled, stroking the inside of the other’s thigh, up and up and then down again, following the clues of her demon senses, building an unbearable yearning below that flawless skin. She let her fingertips drift, feathery light, over the swell of the other female’s hip, the crease of her thigh, the tight curve of her buttocks. With each touch, with every moan, Thysandra’s quivering grew more violent. But her lips remained pressed together tightly, and her eyes never opened.

			‘Want me to fuck you?’ Naxi suggested sweetly. ‘You just need to ask, you know.’

			Thysandra whimpered, then went still as Naxi positioned herself between her thighs, relief swelling through her blind desire for a moment. Entirely premature, but how was she to know?

			Naxi wondered, in that moment as she lowered her head to that core of pure sweetness, how many of those wealthy, powerful bedpartners had cared to find out anything about the gorgeous body they were fucking.

			Then again, it was hard to beat a demon’s pleasuring … She resumed her explorations, circling ever closer to the secrets hidden by those damp black-and-gold curls, but never close enough. She learned the sensitive spots, the places that had Thysandra squirming. She learned the nibbles and brushes that sent sparks of red-hot lust through the other female even when she was too proud to show it. She tested the effect of every squeeze of her fingers and every scrape of her nails the way one might test the sound of a dozen different instruments, until she could wield her touches in a symphony of pleasure, an entire orchestra made up of two hands and a clever little tongue.

			Thysandra was shaking by that time, her moans edging closer and closer to sobs. When Naxi brushed her slick lips apart to tease a fingertip over her slit, she cried out loud, a fae word Naxi had never heard before and that most likely couldn’t be found in Lyn’s dictionaries, either.

			‘Just ask me,’ Naxi repeated, pulling back.

			Thysandra choked out another word, this one sounding less friendly.

			Naxi laughed and slid her lips between the other’s thighs, gentle kisses, sweet laps of her tongue. Soon Thysandra’s hips were thrusting up with abandon, her pleasure swelling through her like a cresting wave …

			And just in time, Naxi pulled back.

			‘No,’ Thysandra cried, grabbing desperately for her hair, hips bucking violently. ‘Come back, please, I—’

			Naxi cocked her head. ‘Say that again?’

			‘I … I …’

			‘Or I could do it again,’ Naxi offered innocently. ‘But don’t think you can secretly come before I notice, darling. Those demon powers you hate get in the way of—’

			‘Oh, go to hell,’ Thysandra spat, her face contorted as her fists shook. ‘Please. I’ll die if you leave me like this for another minute – I’ll …’

			‘Oh, you won’t.’ Naxi knelt deeper, pressing the fae’s thighs apart a fraction more. ‘You’ll wish you were dead, though. Open up.’

			Thysandra gulped, spreading her thighs wider, exposing her slick opening to the light. Naxi took in the sight for a moment, the rosy hue of the inner lips, the darker, tempting entrance that beckoned. The air was filled with the scent of arousal, heady and musky.

			She brushed her thumb up the slit, enjoying the almost painful wave of pleasure that echoed back at her through her demon senses. When she looked up, Thysandra had finally opened her eyes, her sight hazy.

			Naxi pressed her thumb inside, stretching the slick muscles open. Thysandra’s whimper was nothing compared to her feelings, a need so great it could have destroyed worlds.

			Slowly, ever so slowly, Naxi pulled back and slid two fingertips into that warmth.

			‘You may destroy me,’ she whispered, ‘but you’ll never destroy this.’

			And she thrust forward.

			It was like winding up a coil for maximum release, a meticulous task that required perfect timing, perfect control, with every twitch of her fingers. Thysandra cried and sobbed and thrashed as Naxi worked her, until the pleasure grew so intense she could no longer cry out and she just lay dazed and helpless in the grass as her climax crested higher and higher. One more flick, one more pinch, one more caress …

			The wave broke.

			The fae sobbed as she came, spasms rocking her body, clenching again and again and again as Naxi coaxed her through her release. When she finally went quiet, tears had drawn streaks across her cheeks. Between the torn red skirts, her thighs were coated with sticky desire; once-flawless dark hair had gone sandy and tousled, black and golden strands knotting up around her pointed ears.

			Naxi withdrew her fingers, licking them clean as she met Thysandra’s glazed eyes. She’d won now, hadn’t she? There was no way any soul, mortal or immortal, could get back from this level of madness, the sort of pleasure that lingered in the marrow of your bones for days after the fact. This …

			‘Don’t look so smug,’ Thysandra rasped. ‘Demon.’

			Oh, dear.

			It should have been concern that Naxi felt, the only appropriate reaction to the piercing glare that broke through the dazed bliss in those fae eyes. Exasperation, perhaps. Failure, if one got very creative. But instead, that clenching sensation just behind her navel was nothing but … anticipation?

			‘Smug?’ she said, and the corners of her mouth quirked themselves up in what could only be a challenge. ‘Me?’

			‘You …’ Thysandra hauled herself up from the grass like a corpse resurrecting itself. ‘You think you ended this fight, don’t you?’

			Naxi had one moment to realise that she’d misjudged.

			One single thought to understand that Thysandra had caught the Mother’s eye with more than blind duty and admiration, that she was a fearsome warrior due to more than endless training and devotion. She understood, in that flash of insight, that Thysandra’s most intimidating weapons were not the knives she wielded or the colour magic she drew so effortlessly, but rather …

			Resolve, so deep and steely it almost ran bottomless.

			Winning a battle did not win you the war against this opponent. It just added new fuel to the fire of her defiant spite, and it was that spite that had her coming up on her wobbling knees now, that had her narrow her lust-glazed eyes and spit, ‘We’re not done yet.’

			And then calloused hands locked around Naxi’s shoulders and they both toppled over into the grass, all lips and fingers and breasts and teeth, as lust flooded them again.

			
***

			


			The sun swept by across the sky.

			One moment it hung straight above them, sending rivulets of sweat down backs and foreheads; what seemed like the next moment, it stood a finger’s breadth above the hills, setting fire to the firmament as the Last Battle in the valley raged on.

			Naxi did not have any mind left to think about the fight, or why it had been important in the first place. Every fibre of her had devoted itself to this duel of desire instead, to the clash of naked skin with naked skin, the depleting battle of wills that had her coming and coming again until she’d forgotten the sound of her own name. Now they lay side by side in the dry grass, watching the sky turn golden, then salmon pink, then bright scarlet red, as their panting breaths mingled in the air above them.

			Next to her, Thysandra was quiet. Silence sounded very different once you knew every sound of someone’s pleasure, though.

			‘You are a fast learner, Sashka,’ Naxi finally mumbled, and Thysandra’s chuckle sounded different – exhausted, and almost content.

			‘Why Sashka?’

			‘Oh.’ Naxi let out a laugh, wincing as her sore belly objected. Really, every part of her was sore. ‘It sounded ridiculous to call you by your full name with my fingers three digits deep into your cunt. And I have no idea how fae nicknames work. Nymph traditions are all I know.’

			Thysandra snorted next to her, but it was an oddly peaceful snort. Maybe the lust for fighting had finally been fucked out of her. ‘Anaxia is not a nymph name, though.’

			‘No,’ Naxi admitted. ‘My father named me.’

			‘So what did your mother call you?’

			Naxi shrugged without raising her head or shoulders from the safe, comfortable earth. ‘Her favourite mistake.’

			Thysandra breathed a laugh, and for a moment Naxi was back in the sunny woods of Mirova, back amidst the scents of ripe fruit and brightly coloured flowers, back in the eternal summer of the nymph isles. Her eyelids were growing heavy. Not the moment to fall asleep, she tried to remind herself, not with the shrieks of steel and dying voices still droning on so near … But she hadn’t lost this battle, even if she may not have technically won it, either. And she was tired, so very tired …

			‘My father called me Naxi,’ she mumbled through the drowsy weight of her exhaustion. ‘Everyone does, really.’

			‘Until recently,’ Thysandra said dryly, ‘everyone called me Thysandra.’

			Naxi smiled and opened one lazy eye to watch the red fire of the sunset flare out behind the hills. ‘Until recently.’

			They were both silent again, an odd, amiable silence. Naxi’s thoughts turned in slower and slower circles. Battle … but her body was so heavy, her mind so foggy … and she’d wake up soon enough …

			Then she woke with a jolt, and the sky had gone an inky black above her.

			Glittering galaxies spread out across the heavens, and a plump full moon just peeked over the hills, shrouding the world in silver light. Naxi blinked and tried to figure out what had roused her so suddenly. Not the noise of the battlefield, which had numbed to a pathetic rumble, and not the temperature, which was still mild thanks to the nearby sea. Rather—

			She froze, her mind abruptly crystal clear again.

			A dagger.

			There was a dagger resting against her throat.

			A very familiar weapon, one she’d wielded not too long ago – a memory that returned sluggishly, like a half-remembered nightmare. But right now, the knife was held by other fingers, dark and calloused, keeping the sharp edge against Naxi’s vulnerable skin without wavering.

			The fingers were attached to a hand. The hand was, in turn, attached to a wrist. And on the inside of that wrist, no diamond bargain mark was visible in the silvery moonlight.

			Which meant …

			‘Your twelve hours have passed,’ Thysandra’s deep voice said coldly. ‘The time for playing is over.’


		

	

			4

			It should have felt better, this moment.

			She’d trained for months, for years, to get here, knife against a demon throat and victory so close she could taste it. Good gods, wasn’t this the triumph she’d dreamt of after every gruelling session on the training fields? The prospect that had her hauling herself from the sand floor over and over again? The bitter aversion that now threatened to send the gall up her throat … It had no business here tonight. 

			No business at all.

			‘Don’t move,’ she continued tightly, struggling to keep the confusion from her voice. ‘Don’t try to use any magic on me. As soon as I feel even the slightest emotion I shouldn’t be feeling …’

			She hesitated, gritting her teeth, trying not to notice the slimness and softness of the body under her blade. Perhaps it was demon magic, churning so nauseatingly in her guts? 

			But no, she’d already felt the same thing before Naxi – Anaxia – was awake, in those tortuous minutes of indecision after the bargain mark had vanished. Temporary idiocy, she once again reminded herself. She’d thought this through, damn it. She was in control now. These unwelcome new feelings, these senseless distractions, would fade soon enough, and then the triumph would be fully hers. 

			‘As soon as you use any magic,’ she repeated, with a little more conviction now, ‘you’re dead and gone. Do you understand?’

			A little pause.

			‘Honestly,’ Naxi – no, Anaxia – said, and her voice was too small as she lay motionless in the grass, ‘I don’t.’

			For fuck’s sake. Thysandra tightened her grip on her dagger and aimed for icy exasperation, achieving tired curtness at best. ‘What part of defeat is unclear for you?’

			‘Oh, the defeat is clear enough, thank you.’ A mirthless little giggle that made Thysandra’s heart clench – far too close to and yet painfully far removed from her earlier peals of laughter, those golden sounds of joy and sunshine. ‘I’m just wondering why you even bothered to wake me. Shouldn’t you just have slit my throat while I was sleeping?’

			She should have.

			Oh, gods have mercy, she should have.

			‘I wanted to give you a chance to change your mind and surrender,’ she forced out, feeling the weight of her dagger grow heavier as she spoke. ‘I thought I could do you that little favour.’

			Naxi’s chuckle was bitter, acidic. ‘A favour? Being forced to submit to that High Lady of yours and allowing her to take my magic from me – that’s what you call a favour?’

			‘At least it’s not dying,’ Thysandra snapped. She didn’t care, she repeated to herself. It was all equal to her. If her opponent refused, the outcome was death – she didn’t bloody care.

			But her heart sank two inches in her chest as Naxi shrugged and said, ‘I told you from the start that I wouldn’t.’

			‘But why?’ Damn the desperation in her voice. You’re a demon, she wanted to shout. You don’t love your gods-damned rebel allies anyway. How hard can it be to leave them and come with me instead? ‘Why would you stick to the losing side if the alternative is losing your head?’

			Again Naxi was silent for a moment, long enough for Thysandra to start thinking she wouldn’t answer at all. But when she finally spoke, there was no hesitation in her voice, not the slightest tremble of emotion.

			‘Have you heard of the isle of Mirova?’

			The name rang a bell. ‘There was some battle that took place there, wasn’t it? Some …’

			‘A battle?’ Naxi repeated, spitting out the words as she veered up, almost pressing her own vulnerable throat into Thysandra’s blade. Her blue eyes had narrowed to slits. ‘That’s what that Mother of yours calls a battle – skewering four hundred defenceless nymphs on a blade and torching their trees?’

			A shiver wracked her despite all her better intentions. ‘Nymphs.’ 

			‘Yes, Sashka, nymphs.’

			‘Your … your family?’

			‘All of them.’ Naxi sank back into the grass, breathing heavily, her lithe body almost silver in the moonlight. ‘For no fucking reason except to send a message – they had nothing to do with the war, with the Alliance, with any rebellion whatsoever. They weren’t warriors. They just … they just sang their songs and grew their flowers.’

			‘It may have been a mistake?’ Thysandra suggested weakly, unable to believe the words herself.

			Naxi scoffed. ‘You can do better.’

			She could. She should. There were individuals among her people who’d be capable of it, she knew, individuals who shared her ambitions but not her scruples – who didn’t care about the methods as long as the result was to their liking. Thysandra wasn’t like them, that she was sure of … but she could hardly deny having fought by their side.

			She swallowed. ‘I’m so sorry.’

			‘Yes,’ Naxi said grimly. ‘So am I.’

			The words were heavy with implications. Earlier shreds of the conversation returned to her – we run off and avoid the consequences of our actions … She shouldn’t be asking. She shouldn’t allow herself to feel any understanding for this doomed creature, a demon destined to die under her blade before the night was over. 

			She said, ‘You weren’t there?’

			‘No.’ The bitterness in Naxi’s sweet voice was a knife to the gut. ‘I’d moseyed off with my father and his friends again. They begged me to stay – my mother and the others. Bad premonitions. Tempestuous times. I laughed at them and called them silly worrywarts, and then I returned two weeks later to a graveyard.’

			The nausea grew more pronounced, a sickness born from more than superficial aversion. ‘So you joined the Alliance?’

			‘Yes.’ A joyless laugh. ‘I didn’t love my family, if that was going to be your next question. I’m incapable of it. But they were mine, and the bitch had no right to take them from me – so I packed my bags and went straight for the people who could help me take revenge. Who didn’t want me, of course. No one is waiting for demons to take up residence in their homes.’

			‘The rules,’ Thysandra said slowly. She shouldn’t wonder, she truly shouldn’t … but she’d almost forgotten about the knife in her own hands as understanding dawned.

			‘Yes. The deal is very simple. I don’t torture anyone, I don’t tattle on the feelings of others, and even if I don’t understand why they’re all making a fuss of something, I’ll be respectful of it. As long as I stick to that’ – a stiff shrug in the grass – ‘we can be allies. Friends.’

			‘Most demons don’t care about friends.’

			‘Most nymphs do.’

			Thysandra drew in a rough breath, pressing a slowly rising sense of hopelessness away. ‘But listen, if you don’t agree to turn away from them – if you don’t give up on your revenge – you’ll die. Isn’t that worse than—’

			‘Oh, yes,’ Naxi said, and there was a mocking quality to the words. ‘I’ll die. Which would indeed be terrible, I’m glad you agree with me on that. If only someone had the power to do something about it.’

			‘I told you from the start what I was here for,’ Thysandra snapped. Why was that gods-damned knife quaking in her fingers? ‘I need some victory to show her. I need something the court can’t ignore. If you won’t cooperate to save your life, that’s your—’

			‘She might be dead already,’ Naxi interrupted dreamily. ‘Have you considered that, Sashka?’

			Thysandra scoffed. ‘The Mother wouldn’t lose a battle that easily.’

			‘But what if she did?’

			‘That …’ She shook her head, the gesture not nearly enough to counter the images painting themselves on her mind’s eye – the Mother’s blue and black eyes, glazed over. Alabaster skin, marred with blood. Majestic white wings, torn and tattered. ‘I would know …’

			‘Would you? Do you really know her as well as you think you do?’ Naxi’s voice lowered to a melodious whisper; her blue eyes brimmed with devious concern, digging below every shield the Crimson Court had built around her heart. ‘Because here’s the bitter truth of it: nothing you tried in the last decades has brought her back to you. Why are you so very sure my lovely head, severed or otherwise, would do the trick? What if you’ve miscalculated again, just another bit of wishful thinking?’

			‘I’ll find another way,’ Thysandra managed through gritted teeth.

			‘Yes. And you’ll have killed the one person who’s truly seen you.’

			The knife was shaking like a twig in the wind now, a pathetic, embarrassing display of weakness. 

			‘I’ve noticed you, Thysandra of Echion’s house.’ That sing-song voice … sweet, sweet poison, seeping through her skin, through her masks, through her desperate resolve. ‘I know how hard you’ve fought. I know how little it gained you. I know how you get back up again and again and again because you would rather die than stop trying. I know how much your love means. I—’

			‘Don’t,’ Thysandra spat, ‘speak of love to me, demon.’

			‘Then I won’t.’ Naxi shrugged one shoulder – all she could move with the knife shaking against her throat. ‘Then just end me and return to the court to watch your Mother fawn over someone else, everyone else, and fade back into the shadows for the rest of your life. Go ahead. I’ll watch and see you until the very end.’

			Thysandra didn’t move. Those blue demon eyes …

			They were threaded with silver in the moonlight, almost otherworldly in their beauty. Like pools to sink into – like alluring ocean depths. Eyes seeing deeper than skin and flesh and bone, seeing …

			Her.

			Oh, fuck.

			She’d dream of those eyes. She’d dream of the warmth that welled inside her now, not lust but something far more dangerous, something vulnerable that bared itself to affection the way a fragile flower would unfold its petals to welcome sunlight. A feeling so defenceless it hurt, so raw it burned – so heavenly she wanted to close her eyes and never feel anything else again.

			And she knew she couldn’t do it.

			Decades of training, decades of getting up again and again and again, and this was where she admitted defeat – the Mother’s former favourite, the one who’d rather die than fail, brought down by a pair of pretty blue eyes and a voice like poisoned honey.

			‘Go to hell,’ she whispered, voice breaking.

			Naxi didn’t move.

			‘What will you do if I take this knife off your throat?’ If. As if her treason was still a question, a mere option to consider. ‘Kill me?’

			‘I couldn’t kill you even to save my life,’ Naxi murmured with the smallest tilt of her head. ‘I thought I’d made that clear.’

			Even swallowing was painful. ‘But why …’

			‘You’re not afraid of me.’

			Thysandra stared at her, speechless. 

			‘Is that such a surprise?’ The corners of Naxi’s mouth quirked up into the smallest grin, an apology as much as a triumphant smile. ‘It’s damn tiresome, fear. All the more in people I like. You’re rather unique, really.’

			‘I hate you,’ Thysandra sputtered, pulling back her dagger as if to soften the blow. ‘How is that any better?’

			Naxi shrugged, sitting up and shaking her hair over her shoulders with small, nimble motions. Her smile was brighter than the moonlight. ‘I don’t have to hide myself for hate.’

			‘And yet you’re staying loyal to them? To those same people who fear you?’ Her voice rose. ‘Who make you abide by all these bloody rules and—’

			‘If they’re still alive, yes,’ Naxi interrupted, lips twisting down. ‘Because they’re my friends, and if they haven’t gotten rid of the Mother yet, I still have work to do. Wouldn’t mind if you came with me, though.’

			‘Come with …’ 

			‘Or are you staying loyal to them?’ It was a challenge, and a vicious one. ‘To the people always overlooking you and taking you for granted?’

			Thysandra bit out a laugh. ‘I have a duty to do.’

			‘Yes. You and I both.’

			As they’d had during the past twelve hours, the lingering silence said, and look what had come of that? But that had been twelve hours. Not a lifetime. Temporary insanity could be covered up, rectified. Leaving the court behind, on the other hand, would mean giving up on all she’d ever wanted, all she’d ever dreamed of, for the sake of a creature who would, by her own admission, never be able to love her.

			‘I need to go back,’ she breathed.

			‘Yes,’ Naxi muttered, averting those cornflower eyes. ‘I expected you’d say so.’

			Again they were both silent, a silence that seemed to stretch all the way to the low hills, to the battlefield beyond, to the nameless dead and the desperate living. Thysandra fidgeted with her dagger. Shifted her feet in the grass, readjusted her seat. Considered meeting the other’s eyes, and decided against it – if there was disappointment in them, she did not wish to see it. 

			‘There might be peace one day,’ she finally whispered, speaking to the grass rather than the painfully pretty, mind-bogglingly puzzling half demon beside her. ‘I could probably find you then.’

			Naxi huffed a laugh. ‘You’ll have to hide not to be found, darling.’

			A lump formed in her throat, but she forced a laugh and found the weight on her shoulders lessening ever so slightly. ‘Threat or promise?’

			‘Oh, both.’ A small, brave chuckle. ‘Definitely both.’

			Again they were quiet, and this time Thysandra dared to glance at the small figure next to her – both dreamy and deadly, both sweet and savage, a tangle of opposites she may never fully understand. But piercing blue eyes glanced back at her, and the thrill of being seen, of being wanted, zinged through her with undiminished fierceness.

			‘Then I suppose,’ she said – and gods damn her, but she said it deliberately slowly, drawing out the last word with undeniable suggestion – ‘that it’s time to go our separate ways.’

			Naxi cocked her head, curls tumbling everywhere, eyes lighting up in the moonshine. Her voice was laced with amusement as she murmured, ‘Oh, high time.’

			‘They might even have missed us already.’

			‘Hmm.’ Naxi glanced over her shoulder. ‘I doubt it, to tell you the truth.’

			So did Thysandra, if she was honest. ‘And even if they did …’

			‘Well, you’ve been very busy battling me, haven’t you?’ Naxi suggested with a small twitch of her lips. ‘You saved quite a number of fae lives merely by keeping me away, now that I think of it.’

			‘I probably did,’ Thysandra admitted. ‘They should be grateful if I kept you occupied for another few minutes, really.’

			They looked at each other.

			Then – Thysandra wasn’t sure which of them moved first, who grabbed whose arms or who pulled who into the grass – they were kissing again.

			Wild, violent kisses, every clash of their lips a goodbye and a warning and a promise at once – not today, those kisses said, not yet, but when the day comes … may the gods have mercy on you. A farewell to be memorised. To be felt and heard and tasted over and over again, in thoughts and feverish dreams, until the weeks or months or years had passed.

			Until they would face each other again.

			For love or victory or mutual destruction, Thysandra didn’t know – didn’t dare to wonder, savouring the sweetness of her nemesis’ lips for the last time. But like moth and flame, they weren’t made to be separated. War would run its course in the end, armies would disband, one day the dust on the battlefields would settle. Yet this fire would still be burning, bright and deadly, tempting her no matter what the cost might be.

			And then they’d meet again.

			She knew it in the marrow of her bones – that they would meet again.
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			Chapter One

			Aubrette was glad of her sensible boots as she stepped down from the carriage, the cobbles uneven under her feet. Or maybe it wasn’t the cobbles that threatened to throw her off kilter, but the letter she clutched in her white-knuckled hand. That, coupled with the intimidating entrance to the Guild of Engineering before her.

			She barely noticed the driver telling her he would take her trunk to her lodgings, two streets away, because she was busy giving herself a talking to. I earned this. I deserve to be here. It’s a travesty women have been kept out of the guilds for so long. 

			She would show these stuck-up, arrogant men just what she was made of. Which was stern stuff. The sternest. Was that even a word? Well, she didn’t suppose it mattered. She had trained under Essa Thebe herself, and she deserved her place here. But she should probably get on with it, or they would send someone out to chastise her for loitering.

			Aubrette pulled her short self up straight, hoisted her carpet bag over her shoulder, and stormed the stone steps. She ignored the imposing pillars, austere façade, and ornate brass door handles, and pulled the bell with a no-nonsense tug when she reached the top. Then quickly snatched her hand back, because she didn’t want anyone to see it was shaking.

			The wooden door swung inward. An elderly man with grey hair and watery green eyes raised his eyebrows in a way that was neither warm nor welcoming.

			‘I’m Aubrette Alto,’ she said, brandishing her letter at the man. ‘I’m the new Principal Engineer.’

			The man didn’t move, and she was just starting to wonder if something was wrong with him, when he looked her up and down. He took his time, but eventually stepped back, waved for her to enter, then closed the door with a sharp click. 

			‘Wait here,’ he said, then disappeared through the first door along a corridor at the back of the entrance hall.

			The place screamed man, with black and white checkered floor tiles, black wrought-iron railings lining the polished stone staircase that swept to the upper floors, and not a soft furnishing in sight. Spikey green plants were the only adornment, aside from severe portraits of former guild leaders.

			‘Lord Otterly will be with you momentarily,’ said the old man. He pursed his lips as he disappeared down a corridor to her right.

			Aubrette could have sat on one of the black metal chairs hidden in the corner, but they looked uncomfortable, and she didn’t want Lord Otterly’s first impression of her to be that of a delicate flower. So instead, she dropped her bag on a chair and examined every last inch of the place, tucking away any scrap of information she could glean.

			After several minutes, when Lord Otterly had still not appeared, she began to pace, her boots making an almost deafening noise against the marble. After twenty or so laps back and forth, Lord Otterly had still not deigned to show his face, and Aubrette’s blood heated at the rudeness. Well, if he wouldn’t come to her …

			She snatched up her bag and made for the corridor. Male voices floated through the doorway as she approached, followed by laughing, snickering, and jeering. 

			‘How long will you make her wait?’ said one.

			‘You could always make a run for it,’ said another.

			‘If one little woman is really too much for you to handle …’

			‘Wait until yours arrive,’ said a smooth voice with a cut-glass tone that fanned the flames of Aubrette’s irritation. ‘Don’t expect sympathy from me when—’

			‘Oh, come now. How hard can it be? I plan to get mine cleaning and cooking like good little house wenches.’

			‘And I’m sure we can tempt them to do other things …’ said a voice that made Aubrette’s skin crawl. ‘There could be unexpected benefits.’

			‘Your wife’s not putting out?’ asked a mocking voice.

			‘She’s pregnant, and I can’t risk damaging my heir. You know how I like—’

			Aubrette had heard enough. She stepped into the room, where five men dressed in stiff suits sat in leather chairs, nursing dragon-glass tumblers filled with amber colored liquid. 

			‘Sexual intercourse is perfectly safe when pregnant,’ said Aubrette, dumping her bag on the floor with a loud thud. ‘Although I can’t question the poor woman’s sense for withholding the goods. Maybe you married someone with a brain despite yourself and your offspring isn’t doomed.’

			The men jumped to their feet, as they had been trained to do whenever a woman entered their midst. ‘Well, I …’ spluttered a tall, skinny man. 

			Aubrette looked him up and down. She found him wanting, so she addressed them more broadly. ‘If you are scared of a few women, gentlemen, then one might question your ability to govern the honorable guilds of Moon. And if you can’t keep your minds out of the gutter, then turn your feet to a whorehouse, because that is not what the female guild members are for.’

			The men stared in shock, several with their mouths hanging open.

			‘Perhaps you should leave us, my lords,’ said a dark-haired man with light brown eyes. His broad shoulders were relaxed as he swirled the last of the liquor in his glass, then downed it in a single mouthful.

			He set his glass aside and stalked to the desk, behind which he sat like a king taking his throne. The others abandoned their drinks and scurried away, some mumbling apologies, others scowling hard.

			‘You should be careful who you insult in this city,’ said the one with the pregnant wife, his words quiet, so only Aubrette could hear. ‘If you cross the wrong man, you might regret it.’

			He was gone before she could respond, and her chest went tight, fear stealing the breath from her lungs. She closed her eyes and forced herself to inhale deeply. This was not her first run-in with scum like that, and she knew it wouldn’t be her last, but she wasn’t sure she would ever get used to it.

			Bolts of flaming injustice fired through her, because here in the Five Kingdoms, she had no choice but to accept her lot. Or at least, that was how things had been before Queen Fyia had come to power. Things were changing. The guilds had been forced to admit women, and she didn’t have to put up with treatment like this any longer … in theory.

			When she opened her eyes, she found the man behind the desk watching her closely.

			‘Lord Otterly, I presume?’

			He nodded. ‘Lady Alto, I really must—’

			‘Miss,’ said Aubrette.

			His head snapped up, apparently shocked she’d interrupted him. ‘I’m sorry?’

			‘My name is Miss Alto. I have no title.’

			He held her gaze for several long moments, his brown eyes warm and inviting, so much at odds with his tone. ‘Yes, that makes sense. Regardless, I really must request you refrain from using such … colorful language while under the roof of this guild. In fact, anywhere, or I will have no choice but to dismiss you.’ His eyes flashed, presumably because it occurred to him that her coarse language might solve his problem.

			‘And what of the remarks of those men? About the unexpected benefits women like me might bring them? Their comments did not offend your sensibilities? You do not plan to dismiss them?’

			‘That is different.’

			‘Different?’ she laughed, cruelly. ‘How so? And try to remember this is the Guild of Engineering. We deal in specifics, not vagaries. So come now, educate me on how it is different when foul words spill from the lips of a man.’

			He furrowed his brow as though her words had shocked him once more. ‘Those men had the finest educations from the finest schools, and the one with the pregnant wife now sits at the top of the Guild of Goldsmiths. He is a prominent, upstanding member of Moon society. You cannot boast the same.’

			Aubrette scowled. ‘No, I could not possibly, because the finest schools only accept boys. But let us see how long those schools last now Queen Fyia is in charge.’

			Otterly shook his head and balled his fists. ‘It will never come to that. The Queen will wed, her husband will temper her wild ways, and little will change in the end.’

			The words punched a hole in Aubrette’s gut, and she willed them to be false. ‘Queen Fyia will never let herself be squashed by a man,’ she hissed. ‘It speaks to your arrogance that you cannot see the writing on the wall.’

			‘Listen to me,’ said Lord Otterly, rising slowly to his feet. ‘The only reason you’re here is because of your connections. Connections to women like the Queen’s aunt, Lady Starfall, a woman of questionable morals and—’

			‘Questionable morals?’ snorted Aubrette. ‘When a man surrounds himself with lovers, no one bats an eye, but when a woman does the same? It’s like the beasts of the Seven Hells have been unleashed. I am a better engineer than you will ever be, because I learned from Essa Thebe—the very best there is—and you, Lord Otterly, are a hypocrite.’

			Her mentor’s name stole the wind from his sails, and he looked momentarily disoriented.

			‘Heard of her?’ said Aubrette, smugly. Of course he had, because she was a legend who had bested every man who’d tried to undermine her.

			‘Well, yes, of course. I believe Essa to be a … well … a … fine engineer.’

			‘Did that hurt?’

			‘What?’

			‘Saying that seemed to pain you.’

			‘Well … she’s …’

			‘A woman? Is it really so hard to believe one can be an excellent engineer merely because they were born without a penis? And with breasts?’ she added for good measure, seeing how the word penis had made him wince as though she’d slapped him.

			He reared back. ‘My lady … I … never have I heard such language from—’

			She sniggered. ‘Forgotten already? I’m no lady. I’m common as muck. And I find it hard to believe you’ve never heard such words from the mouth of a woman, pretty on the eye as you are.’

			‘Pretty on the …’ He clamped his mouth shut, then spent many moments collecting himself. ‘This is the very reason we must not allow women. Especially women like … well … women like you to pollute this fine institution. I shall be speaking with—’

			‘The Chancellor of the University?’ said Aubrette, triumphantly, because the new Chancellor was a woman, too. ‘The Queen?’ She had no idea if the Queen would intervene on behalf of a lowly engineer, but she might, and the Queen was a ferocious force no one wanted to cross.

			‘Lord Venir,’ Otterly said eventually, ‘the Warden of the Kingdom of Moon, and his nephew, Lord Antice.’

			Aubrette raised her eyebrows. ‘Please do. I am sure they have nothing better to do than listen to your whining, and it will work in my favor, for it will make you look weak.’

			Otterly slammed his palms on his desk, then stalked to the drinks stand. She smirked as he poured himself another measure of amber liquid, and she took the opportunity to appraise him, raking her eyes across every inch of his body. He was tall and broad, and as his muscles bunched in frustration under the snug fabric of his shirt. She was struck again by just how pretty he was when he turned back to face her, his features arranged in a most delightful way. And those eyes …

			A sucking noise sounded from a shoot in the wall behind Otterly’s desk, and Aubrette moved without thinking, snatching up the message in the dragon glass capsule before Otterly had even taken a step. She was so used to retrieving similar messages in Essa’s lab, the movement was habitual. 

			‘Miss Alto,’ he said, holding out his hand for the capsule.

			She ignored him, yanking it open and scanning the note. ‘Lord Antice has sent a task.’

			‘You cannot read—’

			‘He wants us to build self-watering glass houses.’ She stifled a smile at the appalled look on Otterly’s face. 

			Aubrette read the problem aloud, and although he fought it, the hostility slowly drained from Otterly’s features. She could practically see the cogs whirling in his mind as he moved to the wall covered in blackboards and began sketching an idea. 

			‘No,’ said Aubrette, casting aside the note and snatching up a piece of chalk. ‘Not like that. Like this.’ She drew her idea beside his.

			‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but this bit should be like this.’ He added a section to her drawing.

			‘Ooh, good idea. And this,’ she said, modifying his lines. 

			He nodded. ‘Then storage could go here …’

			‘It needs height. It will have to go here.’

			They fired thoughts back and forth, finishing each other’s sentences and altering each other’s drawings for several turns of the hand, barely noticing the passage of time.

			Otterly removed his jacket and rolled up his shirt sleeves, and Aubrette cast her heavy woolen travelling cloak aside. She shoved him out of the way on more than one occasion, trying not to notice how solid his muscles were under her hands, and once or twice he even smiled at her bullish ways.

			‘And this part can be handled with magic,’ she said excitedly, dusting off her hands.

			He avoided her gaze, busying himself by selecting a new piece of chalk. ‘I’d rather not use magic.’

			‘The Queen legalized its use …’

			‘What about this?’ he said, pointing to a different section of pipe. ‘Don’t you think it should be like this?’

			He started drawing at the top of the blackboard, out of her reach, so she dumped the contents of a wooden box onto a leather chair, and used it as a makeshift step. She grinned at her own ingenuity, ignoring his protests about how the parchments had been in a particular order, and was glad to find she could now look him directly in the eye.

			‘Right,’ she said, ‘this valve—’

			‘Don’t even think about suggesting the Partilum.’

			‘Gods, no!’ she said. ‘The flange—’

			‘Wholly unreliable.’

			‘Exactly,’ she said, a giggle escaping her.

			She moved to the edge of the box and went up on her tiptoes to note her preferred—Thebeilum—valve on the diagram, then turned her head to see if he would protest. Although really, how could he?

			Their eyes met, and silence stretched between them. A smile danced across his lips, and one tugged at the corners of Aubrette’s own mouth as her chest went tight. Suddenly awkward, she broke the eye contact and shifted her weight so she could get down from the box, but it tipped, and she went flying. 

			Their bodies crashed together, and Otterly’s arms closed around her, catching her as best he could. It was inelegant, and Aubrette’s face flushed. She tried to push away as soon as her feet were back on solid ground, but he caught her arms, holding her still.

			‘Sorry,’ she said breathily, suddenly unable to get enough air.

			‘Why?’ He seemed genuinely interested in her answer, and her eyes found his without instruction.

			‘I … well …’

			His eyes dipped to her lips, and suddenly she couldn’t breathe at all, which made it very hard to think thoughts, let alone sensible ones. He leaned towards her, so she had no choice but to tip her head back, and as he crept closer, her lips fell open, her heart fluttering wildly in her chest.

			A cough sounded from the entrance, and they jumped apart, spinning as one to face the door.

			‘I’m not interrupting, I hope?’ said a short, middle-aged woman. She was immaculate, wearing a black silk dress, her hair pulled back in a severe bun, elegant gold earrings swinging from her lobes. Aubrette felt immediately shoddy in her travelling garb, not a lick of rouge on her round face, and wisps of her long, dark hair flying free from the chignon she’d pinned in place with a pencil.

			‘Mother,’ said Otterly, his back snapping ramrod straight.

			Aubrette’s eyes widened. This was his mother? She almost pitied him, scared to imagine what his upbringing had been like with this woman at the helm.

			‘This is our new Principal Engineer,’ Otterly said in a clipped tone.

			‘Ah,’ said the woman, nodding slowly. ‘Well, glad as I am to see her settling in so well, it is not proper for the two of you to be alone, unchaperoned, so late into the night.’

			Aubrette screwed her face into a ball. She’d known the Kingdom of Moon was the most conservative of the Five Kingdoms, but a chaperone?

			‘Well, mother,’ said Otterly, dusting chalk off his hands, ‘we are betrothed, so I can’t see the issue.’

			Aubrette rounded on him, stifling her gasp of surprise. He looked lovingly down at her, accompanied by an almost imperceptible flash of his eyes. 

			She turned back in time to see his mother’s sharp eyebrow cock, and her shoulders square.

			‘Mother,’ said Otterly, placing a hand on Aubrette’s back, ‘it is my greatest pleasure to introduce you to Miss Aubrette Alto, one of the finest engineers of this generation. Aubrette, my dear, this is my mother, Lady Portisha Otterly, Controller of the Guild of Magic.’

			He swept Aubrette forward, and Lady Otterly kissed her on each cheek, a sickly floral smell enveloping her, making her head swim. Or maybe that was the absurd situation.

			‘A pleasure to meet you,’ said the woman, every word barbed.

			‘Likewise,’ said Aubrette, adrenaline pumping in her veins, urging her to fly.

			‘Darling,’ the woman said to Lord Otterly, whose hand was still on Aubrette’s spine, his thumb stroking back and forth, ‘you must bring Miss Alto to my blood moon party. I came to deliver your invitation, seeing as you so rarely visit these days.’ 

			Otterly stiffened, then dropped his arm to accept the gilt-edged invitation.

			Aubrette stepped away. ‘I’m b—’

			‘We’d love to come.’

			‘Wonderful,’ said Lady Otterly, her smile not meeting her eyes. ‘And I will consult with my advisors about how best to make your … announcement.’

			Lady Otterly left the room with a swish of fabric, and neither of them moved until they heard the front door click shut.

			‘What in the Seven Hells did you do that for?’ said Aubrette, rounding on him. ‘She’s going to announce our engagement? I cannot be engaged to you! I only just got here. Everyone will say I sold out, or that I’m a whore, or—’

			‘Don’t fret,’ said Otterly, moving back across the room and picking up his glass. ‘Mother would rather have her eyes gouged out than let me marry the likes of you.’

			Aubrette flinched as though his words had been physical things, so flabbergasted she could do nothing but stand and dumbly stare.

			‘That’s how it works between her and I, each of us making moves the other doesn’t like. A game of chess, if you will. I’m intrigued to see what she’ll concoct to get herself out of this one.’

			‘Chess?’ she said, her tone disbelieving. ‘My life is so inconsequential to you that you would risk my ruin in a petty game?’

			‘I can assure you, it’s anything but petty.’

			‘Do you consider anyone without a title to be your plaything?’ Aubrette yanked on her cloak and picked up her bag.

			‘Oh, don’t be like that,’ he said, putting down his drink and following her to the front door. ‘This will work to your advantage.’

			She spun to face him, and he stopped in his tracks, seeming surprised. ‘How could you possibly think that?’ she hissed.

			He held up his hands as though placating a wild animal. ‘I’m a catch, most would say.’

			She bared her teeth.

			‘I only mean, this city has become a dangerous place, and if you’re my betrothed, they’ll leave you alone.’

			‘As though anyone will believe it anyway. That someone like you would marry someone like me. What about your reputation?’

			‘My reputation can handle it.’

			‘Then what about my reputation? What if I want a real husband? I’ll be ruined if you cast me aside, and you’ll put off every suitor with your …’ She waved a hand. ‘Well, you know.’

			‘So you are in the market for a husband?’ he said, leaning forward with interest.

			‘Absolutely not. We are discussing a hypothetical.’

			‘Our betrothal will afford you protection. The deal is not at all one-sided.’

			‘I can look after myself,’ she said, then flung open the door. That wasn’t entirely accurate, but she had good lungs and could scream for help if ever she needed to. And anyway, the city of Medris was built into the mountain in terraces, and this was the Obsidian Terrace. Only the rich and powerful loitered up here. It wasn’t like she planned to walk through Roaches—the city’s lowest level—late at night.

			‘At least let me walk you home,’ said Otterly. ‘Do you even know where you’re going? It’s really not safe.’

			‘I’m sure I can work it out,’ she snapped. ‘I’m an accomplished engineer, in case your puny brain has forgotten that already.’

			‘Ah … good evening?’ said a man from outside. His mouth was pulling up at the edges as he sauntered up the steps.

			‘Good evening,’ said Aubrette, stepping back to let him enter.

			‘Lord Antice,’ said Otterly, with a deferential incline of his head.

			‘I hope I’m not interrupting?’ said Lord Antice, eyeing first Aubrette and then Otterly with a quizzical expression.

			‘No,’ said Aubrette. ‘I was just leaving.’

			‘My brain too puny for you?’ Antice mocked. He didn’t wait for an answer, strolling off towards Otterly’s office like he owned the place.

			Otterly rolled his eyes. ‘Just wait here,’ he said, as though Aubrette were an errant child. ‘I’ll see what Antice wants, and then I’ll walk you home. You shouldn’t be on the streets alone at night.’

			Otterly chased after Antice, and Aubrette wanted to scream or stamp her foot or both. She sent him daggers, then stormed through the door and out into the night. Who was he to tell her what to do? Her lodgings were only two streets away. What could possibly happen in the time it would take to travel that far?

			It had been infuriating to discover she would not be allowed to stay at the guild—for propriety’s sake—but she reasoned it greatly reduced the risk of the younger members of the guild playing tricks on her, or of her getting an eyeful in the showers. Although, it was inconvenient to have to trudge back and forth for meals and work, especially as she often worked late into the night. Maybe she could sleep in her new office … assuming it was big enough.

			Aubrette tripped on a loose cobble, and only just managed to catch herself before tumbling into the gutter. A crowd of men appeared from an alley at the same moment, whooping and jeering at her misfortune. She picked up her pace, only then realizing she didn’t have a key. 

			Shit. Shit. Shit. What had she been thinking, walking home alone?

			Their voices followed her up the street, and she fought the urge to run. It’s all going to be okay, she told herself again and again, forcing breaths deep into her lungs, trying not to panic, focusing on the numbers and names above the doorways, desperately searching for Vizar House, her new home.

			‘Hey!’ a voice called from behind her. She increased her pace further, refusing to look back.

			‘Hey, you!’ shouted another. ‘We just want to talk!’

			His friends laughed encouragingly, all of them drunk.

			‘Or maybe show you a good time!’

			The scrape of a window sounded overhead, then a loud male voice called, ‘Gentlemen!’ 

			Aubrette couldn’t help but look up, and found a head poking through a window. 

			‘Will you show me a good time?’

			‘Baxter!’ one of them called back. ‘How the bloody hellhound are you?’

			Aubrette’s eyes landed on a house across the street, steps cut into the corner of the building, leading to double doors with glass panels at the top. Above the pillared entrance was a sign that said, Vizar House, and hope kindled in her chest. 

			She hurried across the road and hammered on the door, peering through the glass. The night porter jumped awake, scowling viciously, then rounded his desk at a glacial pace. 

			Aubrette cast a worried glance behind her, and finally breathed a sigh of relief when she found the men still occupied. She closed her eyes and forced calm into her veins. It was fine. She was fine. Everything was fine.


		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The walk to the guild the following morning was pleasant in the light. The buildings lining the streets were beautiful, carved with mythical beasts and intricate scrolls, and Aubrette’s chest swelled because she was here. In Medris. And she was a Principal Engineer at one of the most prestigious guilds in all the Five Kingdoms.

			Her stomach rumbled as she walked. She hadn’t had dinner, and was looking forward to surveying the delights that would surely be on offer in the guild’s dining hall. But as she approached the front door, Otterly strode down the steps, a leather document case tucked under his arm and a mug in his hand.

			‘I’m going to Lord Antice’s estate,’ Otterly called over his shoulder. ‘Rearrange my meetings this morning and make sure my dress cloak is cleaned and pressed for mother’s blood moon celebration.’

			Aubrette frowned. He was going to Antice’s estate without her? The design they’d created was as much hers as it was Otterly’s, so she darted in front of him, blocking his way.

			Otterly glared, but his face brightened when he saw it was her. ‘Ah. Good morning, darling,’ he said loudly.

			‘I am not your darling,’ she hissed.

			‘If you would please step aside. I don’t want to be late.’

			She looked pointedly at his case. ‘No. Not if you’re going to present our designs without me.’

			‘We don’t both need to go,’ he said with a chuckle.

			‘In which case, I’ll go, and you stay behind. I’m sure you have many most important things to do.’

			‘Not much in the Kingdom of Moon is more important than the wishes of Lord Antice.’

			‘Then he deserves a premier service from our guild,’ she said. She swiveled, yanked open the door, and climbed the steps into the carriage. ‘Two engineers.’

			He sighed as he climbed in after her, placing his coffee in a mug holder built into the carriage’s side. She studied the clever mechanism, which swung this way and that so the contents wouldn’t spill, and he smiled indulgently at her.

			They settled back into their seats as the carriage pulled away, and Aubrette watched the people strolling along through the window. Life didn’t seem too hard up at this level of the city, although she knew the story wasn’t the same at the lower levels, where those without brimming coffers scratched a living in the markets, theatres, tanneries, and alehouses.

			Rustling dragged her attention back inside the carriage, and she turned to see Otterly pulling a wax paper bundle from his case. He unwrapped it, revealing a bacon and egg sandwich, and her stomach rumbled loudly, the divine smell saturating the confined space.

			He took a large bite, and she wanted to cry, her mouth watering. She hadn’t eaten since breakfast yesterday, and could almost taste the bacon grease soaked into the white bread.

			He laughed, because apparently she was staring. She hastily averted her gaze.

			‘Just think,’ he said, ‘if you were my betrothed, I’d be honor bound to share my sumptuous breakfast.’ He wafted the food under her nose, and it was all she could do not to reach out and snatch it like some half-starved street urchin.

			‘Well, I’m not.’

			‘But if you were willing to pretend, and attend my mother’s party …’

			She scoffed, but felt her resolve weaken as egg yolk oozed into the bread, and the smell somehow intensified.

			‘And my name will protect you,’ he said, more gently. ‘Despite the impression my colleagues may have given you last night, I don’t want you to get hurt.’

			Her heart stuttered at the tenderness in his eyes, but she hardened herself; it was an act to get what he wanted, nothing more. ‘And you get to antagonize your mother.’

			He shrugged. ‘Sometimes chivalrous endeavors have silver linings.’

			She gave him a withering look. ‘I want to be lead engineer on Antice’s project.’

			He sat back, pulling the sandwich away. ‘No.’

			‘Yes, or no deal.’

			He huffed. ‘I am the lead engineer, and Antice would take it as a personal slight if I stepped aside. But I suppose you can co-lead; your skills are quite impressive.’

			‘Don’t sound surprised,’ she said. She swiped the sandwich from his hand and took an enormous bite, her tastebuds tingling as the flavors slid across her tongue. She moaned, and Otterly tensed, but she didn’t dwell on him as she polished off every last morsel.

			‘I thought we were sharing.’

			‘We did.’ She picked up his coffee and took a swig.

			‘Please, help yourself.’

			‘Well, I am your betrothed,’ she said, looking up at him from under her lashes. 

			Otterly reached a hand towards her face, and Aubrette froze. Her eyes snagged on his, and if she hadn’t known better, she would have mistaken the look in his eyes for affection. But she did know better, and if he thought he could take liberties as part of their bargain …

			He ran his thumb across the corner of her mouth, brushing away a crumb. Aubrette’s pulse thundered in her ears, and her breaths became shallow, insufficient things.

			Otterly stole the coffee from her hand with a triumphant smile, and everything snapped back into focus. He was playing her for a fool, the devil, and she had made it easy.

			‘It’s embarrassing, really,’ she said, looking through the window as they passed out of the open city gates, heading down the mountain.

			‘What is?’ He finished the coffee in one large gulp.

			She narrowed her eyes, because she’d wanted some of that. ‘That a grown man like you, the Head of the Guild of Engineering, is scared of his mother.’

			‘You would be too, if you knew what I do.’

			‘Did she spank you as a child?’ 

			He raised his eyebrows, a shocked expression on his face. 

			‘Or maybe she still does.’

			He scowled.

			‘How does big bad Lady Otterly keep you in line?’

			‘She doesn’t keep me in line,’ he said, tightly.

			‘So why not just turn down her invitation?’

			‘One does not turn down an invitation from my mother.’

			‘Does she spank your friends if they turn her down? From what I saw last night, they could do with a good spanking, and not in a pleasurable way.’

			‘Miss Alto!’ he protested, his teeth clenched.

			‘Oh, come now, don’t tell me you’re a prude and a mummy’s boy? You didn’t seem embarrassed when your friends were discussing how they might best utilize the intelligent, successful women joining their ranks.’

			‘And that is just the point,’ he ground out. ‘You should never have been inside a guild to hear that conversation.’

			Heat filled Aubrette’s blood, and something that felt a lot like disappointment spread through her. ‘And why is that?’

			‘Because they are a place for men, and with that comes behavior and language that is not always appropriate for a lady to witness.’

			‘I told you, I’m not a lady.’

			‘For women—’

			‘It is so hard for men to keep their minds out of the gutter? Better to punish all women by omitting them from the guilds?’

			‘We have plenty of recruits. We have no need for more. And why should we be forced to change when we are perfectly happy with things as they are?’

			‘Good,’ said Aubrette, as the carriage pulled up in front of an array of glass houses, ‘because as it stands, women are valued members of the guilds.’

			He caught her arm and leaned close. ‘You know very well that is not what I meant. The workplace of educated men is no place for women.’ 

			‘Unless the woman’s name is Lady Otterly? Your mother seemed quite at home inside the guild last night. Or is she only allowed through the door when a spanking is in order?’

			He growled as he hauled himself out of the carriage, and a smile pulled at the corner of Aubrette’s lips. It seemed she’d found a particularly sensitive nerve.


		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Aubrette climbed out of the carriage when she and Otterly finally made it back to the guild that evening, exhaustion making her limbs leaden. They’d briefed Antice, then combed over every inch of the glass house he wanted to convert first, drawing and debating for endless hours. But they’d sat in silence during the journey back to Medris, the air heavy, as though a storm brewed between them. Because although they’d set their differences aside while occupied by work, it wasn’t so easy when the two of them were alone.

			Aubrette didn’t wait for Otterly to help her down from the carriage, and almost careened straight into a group from the Guild of Silversmiths, their black cloaks edged with silver.

			They laughed and cheered, and one of them moved towards her as she righted herself, but then Otterly stepped down, and they drew back in fear.

			Otterly plucked a bamboo measuring rod from the carriage, and whipped it across the hand of the closest man. ‘Step away from my betrothed,’ he said menacingly.

			‘L-Lord Otterly,’ said one, stammering as he shied back. ‘We didn’t know … I … we would never …’

			‘How could we have known?’ said the cockiest of the bunch, eyeing Aubrette suspiciously. ‘There’s been no announcement.’

			Otterly thrust the rod forward with terrifying speed, forcing the man back a step.

			‘Ow!’ he cried, clutching his side. ‘That hurt!’

			‘Congratulations, my lord,’ said another, quietly.

			‘Go,’ said Otterly, his eyes flashing before he hurled the rod back into the carriage.

			They scampered away, calling apologies over their shoulders. Aubrette fled inside, but as her boots hit the marble floor of the entrance hall, she realized she had no idea where to go.

			‘This way,’ said Otterly, not waiting for a response before striding angrily down the corridor past his office.

			She trailed behind him, a tornado of confusing emotions whirling in her chest as she followed his broad back. By the time Otterly stopped, Aubrette was shaking, although she didn’t know why.

			‘Your office,’ said Otterly, swinging a door inward to reveal a small, dimly lit space. 

			Ordinarily, she would have made a cutting remark about its size, but she couldn’t summon the energy. Instead, she took the key from Otterly, dumped her satchel inside, and locked the door.

			‘I need food,’ she said, realizing all she’d eaten today was the stolen breakfast sandwich, which—thank the Gods—explained her shaking, and her confused mood.

			His features softened as he looked down at her. ‘This way,’ he said, his voice almost gentle, and tears stung her eyes.

			Gods, she really needed food.

			He put a hand on her back when she didn’t move, and guided her forward. She let him, enjoying the warmth of his hand through her clothes.

			‘Otters!’ boomed a voice from the end of the corridor.

			Otterly dropped his hand, and Aubrette felt immediately unsteady. Gods damn it, she needed sustenance. She didn’t dwell on the fact that his hand had been sustaining.

			They reached the door to the Senior Common Room, and the man who’d shouted pointed inside, not even bothering to look Aubrette’s way. ‘Come on, Otters. Hanley just got back from Selise, and Giles wants to know how to win your sister’s favor!’ He barked out a laugh, and Aubrette rolled her eyes. ‘You know he’s had a crush on her since he was five!’

			Aubrette moved to step around the man, but Otterly snagged her hand and entwined their fingers. Aubrette looked down in confusion, but her brain was only running at half speed, so she couldn’t decipher what it meant.

			‘Aubrette and I have had a long day, Monty. We require food, not whatever drinking game you three hellhounds have concocted.’

			Monty, a tall, round, bespectacled man with curly, sandy colored hair, cocked an eyebrow, refusing to get out of the way as Otterly made to step forward. ‘Miss Alto, you mean?’ he said, finally turning his gaze to Aubrette. His beady eyes raked over her, and she fought the urge to shudder. At moments like these she hated being short, because it made people like Monty feel justified in belittling her.

			‘My betrothed,’ said Otterly, bristling.

			Monty roared a laugh and clapped Otterly on the shoulder. ‘Oh! That’s a good one my old friend. You had me there for a second! Now, ditch the side piece and come drink!’

			Otterly dropped Aubrette’s hand, and pushed Monty back against the wall so quickly, Aubrette almost missed it. Monty hadn’t seen it coming, and his head snapped back, hitting the wall with a crack.

			‘Fuck! Otters!’ he said, trying to shove Otterly off him, but Otterly held firm. Monty was tall, but Otterly was taller, broader, and apparently stronger, too. ‘Come on, old chap, you can’t really expect us to believe there’s anything between the two of you? Judging by her language last night, she’s most certainly no lady!’

			Otterly shoved him again, and Monty’s eyes went wide. ‘If you ever speak that way about my betrothed again, I will gut you,’ Otterly hissed. ‘She is a Principal Engineer of this guild. Her mind is sharp as a dagger, and she will be afforded the respect she deserves. Do I make myself clear?’

			Monty lifted his hands in surrender. ‘Fine, yes, okay.’ His brow furrowed, as though trying to fit together the pieces of a particularly difficult puzzle.

			Otterly stepped back. ‘Good,’ he said, then slid his fingers around Aubrette’s once more, tugging her towards the exit.

			‘Your mother will never let this stand!’ Monty called after them.

			Otterly ignored him. He led Aubrette out of the guild and down the steps without check, his shoulders rigid, fury radiating off him in waves.

			Aubrette dug in her heels, refusing to be led like a compliant dog. Her mind whirled. Maybe his erratic behavior was on account of his own empty stomach, or maybe he was just committing to their lie. She pulled him to a stop, but for some reason didn’t release his big, callused hand when he turned to face her. ‘I’m hungry, Otterly. I was planning to eat at the guild. I don’t know my way around the city, have nothing in my rooms, and it’s getting dark.’ She hated the wobble in her voice, and that she’d been forced to admit weakness.

			His eyes flamed. ‘I know,’ he said, more gently than she’d expected, given he was a ball of furious energy. ‘There’s a place around the corner. That’s where I was taking you.’

			The stubborn part of Aubrette wanted to chastise him for not discussing the matter with her first, but as it turned out, her principles were less important than the rumbling of her stomach. She nodded. 

			He wrapped her arm around his, so they stood closer as they walked, their sides pressed together. His sandalwood cologne washed over her, and she breathed deeply, something about the smell comforting, speaking of old, stable, steady things. 

			‘I’m sorry Monty’s such an arsehole,’ said Otterly, placing his free hand on her arm. ‘And the others last night. It was—’

			‘Completely acceptable in Medris society?’ said Aubrette. He looked as though he might object, but she raised a challenging eyebrow, and he tilted his head in defeat, some of the rage seeming to seep out of him as his shoulders lowered a fraction.

			They passed two guards following a group of rowdy guild members, and Aubrette pressed closer into Otterly’s side. He squeezed her arm, the simple comfort sending a wave of warmth through her.

			‘At least the High Commander’s fighting the chaos,’ said Otterly, eyeing the guards as he stopped before an unassuming door. He swung it inwards, then gestured for her to go first.

			Aubrette stepped inside, a bubble of warmth closing around her, the smell of onions frying in butter and red wine infused with herbs filling her lungs. The dim lighting, muted color scheme, and low, relaxed chatter of the diners made Aubrette feel immediately at home.

			A round woman in her sixties threw her arms wide and rushed towards them. ‘Fin!’ she said, pulling him into an embrace.

			‘Mrs. Cantonbury,’ he said warmly.

			‘And who is this?’ she asked, eyeing Aubrette with delight in her eyes. ‘You’ve never brought a woman here before.’

			‘This is Miss Aubrette Alto,’ he said, then leaned in as though sharing a secret, ‘my betrothed.’

			Mrs. Cantonbury’s mouth fell open, and she pulled Otterly into another hug. When she released him, she threw her arms around Aubrette, and the woman was so soft and warm and motherly, she found she was quite content to be embraced. Aubrette wanted to cry when the woman finally stepped away. Gods, she really needed food.

			Mrs. Cantonbury led them to a secluded table at the back of the small dining room. The place was full to bursting, and a few curious eyes flitted their way, but most ignored them. 

			‘It’s by invitation only,’ Otterly explained, when they’d settled in their seats at a worn wooden table. ‘Mrs. Cantonbury’s food is the best in the city, and she won’t let just anyone eat it.’

			Aubrette eyed him suspiciously, the feel of this place so at odds with his hard public persona. ‘Then how did you get in, Fin?’

			Otterly smiled, and her heart lurched at the sight of his perfectly straight teeth, and how the smile made his dark eyes come alive. ‘You’d have to ask Canty.’

			‘Canty?’

			‘Do not call her that to her face,’ he said, with deadly seriousness. 

			She laughed at the fearful look in his eyes. ‘Your name can’t actually be Fin. Doesn’t strike me like the name Mama Otterly would choose for her firstborn son.’

			‘Horatio Finley Jupiter Stanton Otterly,’ he replied. ‘Very few people call me anything but my last name, for fear of my mother’s wrath.’

			‘She’s a scary woman, huh?’

			‘She’s a bully,’ Mrs. Cantonbury said in a hushed voice, surprising Aubrette as she placed a carafe of red wine on the table between them, along with fluffy white bread, and butter topped with salt flakes. ‘And she won’t make it easy for you,’ she added, throwing a pitying look at Aubrette.

			‘Thank you, Mrs. Cantonbury. I would be obliged if you don’t scare off my betrothed before I’ve coaxed her down the aisle.’

			Canty harrumphed, then disappeared through the door back into the kitchen.

			‘She’s protective of you,’ said Aubrette, as she fell on the bread, slathering a slice with butter. ‘And I think you are of her, too.’ She bit down, and hummed with pleasure as the tang of the sourdough and salty creaminess spread across her tastebuds. The sides of her mouth tingled with delight, and she didn’t look up until she’d polished off the whole slice.

			When she eventually came up for air, Otterly was watching her. ‘Good?’ he said, lifting his wine to his lips.

			‘Divine,’ she confirmed. She was about to reach for another slice, but Mrs. Cantonbury reappeared and placed a plate in front of her. 

			‘Beef carpaccio and green bean salad,’ said Mrs. Cantonbury, before whirling away.

			‘Oh my Gods,’ said Aubrette, almost squealing with delight as she inhaled the wonderful flavors. Food this good wasn’t always easy to come by, especially since the Five Kingdoms had been at war. ‘So,’ she pressed, when Canty had gone, ‘the question is why?’

			‘I’m sorry?’

			‘Why does Mrs. Cantonbury think you’re worthy of her kindness?’ Aubrette took a mouthful of beef and horseradish and something sweetly acidic, which left the perfect taste on her tongue.

			Fin pursed his lips, and Aubrette thought for a moment he would refuse to answer. ‘I helped her buy this place.’

			Aubrette’s fork paused halfway to her mouth.

			‘She was my family’s cook, and she became close with me and my father. We would go hunting for deer, and Canty would help butcher the carcasses, but Mother didn’t like it. She saw it as fraternizing with the staff, and I came home from school one day to find Canty packing. Mother wouldn’t even give her a reference.’

			‘No …’ 

			‘Canty was kind to me, and taught me things my mother saw as weaknesses. Those were her only crimes, so I helped her. My first true act of defiance against Mother, who possesses not a single maternal instinct, a complaint of which all the women in my family boast.’

			‘I’m … wow.’ She searched for better words, but as she put down her cutlery, shouting sounded from outside, then the door banged loudly, as though someone had been thrown against it. Aubrette jumped, adrenaline flooding her veins, readying her for flight.

			From what Aubrette could make out, it was guards apprehending a group of men, and the ruckus became gradually quieter as the offenders were hauled away.

			‘This city is going to shit,’ said Otterly. ‘Ever since the Queen started enforcing her changes.’

			Aubrette’s adrenaline turned to vitriol. ‘You would rather see women chained to their kitchens, subservient to men?’ He’d apologized for the way his friends had spoken to her, but not for his own part …

			Otterly ran a hand through his hair. ‘No,’ he said, quietly, so those around them wouldn’t hear. ‘I only mean her changes are the spark that lit the flame. Before, we barely needed guards, but now … every night is like this.’

			Aubrette curled in on herself, thinking of what that meant for her. She’d been safe at home. Safe and mostly happy.

			‘I’ll do whatever I can to protect you,’ he said, leaning forward and taking her hand across the table.

			She pulled it away. ‘Why? You don’t want women in the guilds. If you had your way, I wouldn’t even be here.’

			‘I can’t deny the truth of those words. You’ve only been here a day, and you’ve already seen what it’s like.’

			‘So you would penalize all women? That is your only solution?’

			‘No. I …’ He raked a hand through his hair again. ‘Despite what I said earlier, I don’t want you to go. I was angry, and …’ 

			She held her breath.

			‘I would be doing my guild a disservice if I sent you away. Your mind is … it’s …’—he paused, as though searching for the right word—‘brilliant.’

			Despite his compliment, she was disappointed. For some baffling reason, she didn’t want him to praise her academic talent. She’d been hoping for something else entirely, and she chastised herself for her stupidity.

			‘And who would have thought women could have brains to rival those of men?’ she scoffed.

			‘No.’

			She frowned, not understanding.

			‘I know brilliant women exist. Essa and my mother and … I just didn’t expect we’d be sent anyone like you.’

			‘Oh?’ she said. ‘What did you expect?’

			‘I—’

			Mrs. Cantonbury rescued him, clearing their empty plates. Aubrette took a sip of wine, her shoulders relaxing as she swirled the bold, fruity liquid around her mouth.

			‘I was wrong,’ said Otterly. He reached for her hand again as soon as Mrs. Cantonbury left, but she still didn’t let him take it. ‘I was an idiot and I’m sorry.’

			Aubrette leaned back in her seat and appraised him. Were those empty words? He seemed to mean them, his features earnest, but maybe this was a game to him, just like their fake betrothal was a game to rile up his mother.

			‘My situation is precarious. My mother is …’ He seemed lost for a moment.

			‘A heartless, conniving, selfish hypocrite?’

			He inclined his head. ‘She may be those things, but she’s also had to fight for what she has.’

			‘She leads the Guild of Magic. Excuse me if I don’t feel too sorry for her.’

			‘She’s not the leader, only the Controller.’

			‘They aren’t the same?’

			‘Her position is hereditary, and unique to that guild. She answers to a guild leader, who is theoretically in command, and her obsession with power has exacted many costs.’

			‘You blame her position for the way she treats everyone? The way she treats you?’

			‘Not entirely. But yes, in part, along with her ambition and need to prove herself. To prove, despite being a woman, she has what it takes.’

			Mrs. Cantonbury put plates of flaky pink salmon, agretti, and thick, yellow hollandaise sauce before them. Aubrette nearly hugged the woman.

			‘It was a good decision to bring me here.’

			‘Because you could never hate anyone with such wonderful taste in food?’

			She put down her knife and fork as she chewed. Being able to return here was definitely a reason to befriend him. And he was a brilliant engineer. She thought back to the previous evening, when their minds had played perfectly off one another, and today the same thing had happened. They’d moved from one task to another without needing to discuss what they would do next, their minds walking the same silent path as they passed tools seamlessly back and forth.

			It had all been so easy and natural. Until the carriage ride home, when it had felt like the air might spontaneously combust.

			‘What do you want from me?’ she said eventually, her blunt question taking him off guard. ‘First you hated me, now you want me to stay. Our betrothal is staged—supposedly for our mutual benefit—but you keep touching me … being kind to me. Your messages are mixed, and I don’t understand your intentions.’

			‘I ...’ He faltered, paused, then lifted his glass, his hazel eyes boring into hers. Her directness had rendered him speechless, apparently. ‘I—’

			‘How are we doing?’ asked Mrs. Cantonbury, a little too brightly. Otterly frowned. The woman leaned close, her voice low. ‘Your mother’s on the warpath. She’ll be here in a moment. Back door.’

			Otterly jumped up and pulled Aubrette after him. ‘Thank you, Mrs. Cantonbury,’ he said, squeezing her arm. 

			He dragged Aubrette through the door to the kitchen, then out into the alley behind the restaurant. He hesitated for only a moment, helping Aubrette into her cloak, and then tugged her through a maze of streets until she was thoroughly disoriented. 

			Aubrette’s mind tried to process what in the name of all the Gods was happening, until suddenly they were in the alley beside her lodgings, coming to an abrupt halt.

			‘Otterly,’ she said, trying to catch her breath, ‘what’s going on?’

			‘Mother won’t want you to attend the party tomorrow. If you’re seen with me there, there’s little she can do to refute our betrothal.’

			Aubrette snatched her hand from his grasp and moved away. ‘And what if I don’t want the whole of Moon society to believe it?’

			‘Aubrette,’ he said, taking a tentative step towards her. He stopped when he saw the look on her face in the moonlight. 

			‘I do not wish to be shackled to you because of some game you are playing. Find another to toy with. One not currently fighting for the rights of women.’

			A flash of panic crossed his features, and her traitorous heart skipped a beat. ‘I am not toying with you, regardless of the impression I gave last night. You asked me what I want from you, but don’t you see? It’s what I want to give you. I want to protect you, and this is the only way I can think to do that. You’ve seen what it’s like here. It’s dangerous, and I don’t want any member of my guild getting hurt.’

			‘So you’ll claim every female engineer as your betrothed? If I get my way, and we fill the guild with women, you will end up with quite a harem.’

			He shook his head as he took another step forward. ‘I’m a one-woman kind of man.’

			He stepped so close she could feel the heat radiating from him. Her breath hitched, his nearness overwhelmed her senses, and she rested her hands on his chest as an anchor. 

			He cupped her cheek, and her chest went tight, her heart fluttering a strange rhythm.

			‘Your plan is flawed. We should devise one that works for all women of the guilds.’

			‘You can call it off whenever you want,’ he said, his breath caressing her lips. ‘We’ll tell the world you left me and I won’t deny it. I’ll show them my heartache, how I pine for you, and they will believe it.’

			‘And what of those who will say I seduced my way into the guild? What if they think less of me as an engineer?’

			‘I’ll destroy any who dares utter a word against you,’ he said. ‘And tell stories of how you made me chase you, of how I begged for your attention, for you to give me a chance.’

			‘I did turn you down three times in our correspondence,’ she agreed, leaning into his touch.

			‘Four, I think, and it was only when you saw me face to face you knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that I was the man for you.’

			‘Oh, it wasn’t that,’ she said with a smile.

			‘No?’ He pulled back, intrigue shining in his eyes. ‘Then what?’

			‘It was when you finally admitted my engineering skills are superior to your own. Only at that moment was I lost.’

			He pushed her gently back against the wall, his eyes suddenly predatory, and her stomach dipped.

			‘You did train under Essa Thebe, so really it’s no surprise.’

			His lips crashed into hers, and she met them willingly, opening her mouth to him, matching him move for move. He groaned and slid a hand into her hair, kissing her more deeply, her body melting into his. She wrapped her arms around him, and as he slid his leg between hers, her instincts seized control, making her writhe against him.

			His teeth grazed her neck as his hand moved to her breast, and she tipped her head to the side, giving him better access. He bit her gently, then sucked, and she moaned his name.

			He pulled away, breathing hard, and she wanted to chase him. But he was right, no matter how fast her heart raced, they shouldn’t do this here. His reputation would remain intact if they were discovered, but hers would not.

			He leaned his forehead against hers, then took her face in his hands and kissed her gently.

			‘Thank you for a delicious dinner,’ she said, not wanting to let go.

			‘Thank you for this,’ he replied, still holding her tight. ‘I won’t be able to focus on anything else for days … or nights,’ he added darkly. 

			A fresh shot of desire punched through her, and she reached up and kissed him again. 

			His face was hopeful when she broke the connection. ‘You’ll do it? Tell the world you’re mine?’

			Aubrette inhaled deeply, then gave a small nod. She might regret her decision in the morning, but at this moment, it seemed like the best idea in the world. 

			He kissed her one final time, then released her, stepping away with a pained look.

			She fished for her key in her cloak. ‘What’s really going on between you and your mother?’ she asked, wanting to understand the hold the woman had over her son. A son who ran a guild, and who’d thrown a man against the wall as though it had been nothing earlier that evening.

			He sighed. ‘It’s … complicated. I’ll wait here until you’re safely inside,’ he said, and she forced herself away. She would find out the answers eventually, but right now, she was floating on a cloud of his kisses, and she couldn’t truly bring herself to care.


		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Aubrette threw down her pencil and gave a long exhale. It was no good. Whatever she did, her mind kept returning to Otterly, and his mouth and eyes and how much she’d wanted to climb him in the alley.

			But no matter how much lust pulsed between her thighs, she still wasn’t sure she could trust him. Whatever was going on between him and his mother seemed to trump all else, and Lady Otterly obviously had power over him. Aubrette couldn’t afford to get caught in their crossfire.

			But the kiss had felt real, as had their connection. His mind was sharp, and he was funny and considerate and had brutally thrown a man against the wall in such a distractingly alluring way. Not to mention, her bruised lips yearned for more.

			Urgh, it was no good. She would get nothing done today. So instead she cut her losses and headed back to her lodgings, shocked to find three beautiful dresses and a card with Otterly’s seal waiting on her bed, one ruby red, one turquoise, and one a dusky shade of pink. The card contained no words, and Otterly’s arrogance made Aubrette want to huff in exasperation, but instead, she cast the card aside and examined the dresses.

			All three were full-skirted, floor-length silk gowns, expertly tailored in the latest Medris style, which was to say they cinched in at the waist, and displayed far more of her ample cleavage than Aubrette usually would. She tried each, settling on the pink, which best complimented her dark hair and blue eyes.

			She pinned her hair up in an elegant twist, applied rouge and powder—which made her look like a stranger in the glass—and then slipped on the most comfortable pair of the elegant silk slippers that had also appeared in her rooms.

			She selected a stole from a pile beside the dresses just as she heard a carriage pull up outside, and moments later, a knock sounded at her door.

			‘Lord Otterly has sent a carriage,’ said the porter. Aubrette smiled and thanked him, then followed him down the stairs.

			The carriage ride was eerie in the strange reddish light of the blood moon, and apprehension gnawed at Aubrette’s guts. She felt like a lost child heading into a den of wolves, this world of carriages and parties and gowns alien to her. Playing dress-up had come as a welcome distraction, but she’d grown up with barn dances after apple picking, not balls with stiff dresses. The people she called friends didn’t travel in carriages or arrange fake betrothals to wind up their parents. Because no one cared who people like her married.

			But maybe she was someone now. A member of the Guild of Engineering, and after tonight, every single person of influence in the city would know who she was. A shudder ran down her spine at that thought, and she was practically shaking with apprehension by the time they pulled up outside the party.

			Otterly was waiting for her when she climbed down from the carriage, offering her his hand, which she gratefully accepted. He leaned in and kissed her on each cheek, his sandalwood scent drifting around her, electricity skittering out from where his lips touched her skin, chasing away her nerves.

			‘You look beautiful,’ he said, offering her his arm.

			‘I bet you say that to all the women,’ she replied, but she couldn’t hide her smile as she pressed into the warmth of his side.

			‘You might be surprised,’ he murmured in her ear, and her breath hitched as their eyes met. Gods, but he was the most attractive man she’d ever known, with his dark hair and broad shoulders and straight nose. His brown eyes held depth and compassion, and she wanted to fall into them, content to drown.

			‘I heard my errant brother had selected a wife,’ said a short, dark-haired woman with a star tattoo under her right eye. ‘I didn’t believe it, seeing as he didn’t deign to tell me himself, but all evidence points to the rumors being true.’

			Otterly tore his eyes from Aubrette’s, and turned his gaze to his sister. ‘I wanted to keep her to myself for a while, before she got sucked into the orbit of mother’s considerable mass.’

			His sister scoffed. ‘You’ve known this woman for two days. Monty told me himself.’

			Otterly coughed, and it sounded like a warning. ‘Aubrette,’ he said, ‘may I present my sister, Lady Letitia Otterly. Letta, this is Miss Aubrette Alto, my betrothed. And Monty is wrong; we have been corresponding for some time.’

			Letta looked skeptical, but politely air-kissed Aubrette all the same.

			‘Darling,’ said a voice that made them all stand to attention, ‘so good of you to come.’

			‘I could never refuse you, Mother,’ said Otterly, his tone less polite than his words.

			Lady Otterly tittered. ‘Oh, what a sense of humor you do have, Horatio.’

			Letta winced at the use of his first name, so Aubrette took it to be a bad sign.

			‘Letta, you’ll look after Aubrette while I get Mother a drink, won’t you?’

			Otterly didn’t wait for an answer before moving away, and Lady Otterly cast an appraising eye over Aubrette as she followed him.

			Letta barely waited for them to get out of earshot before saying cruelly, ‘She’ll never let you marry him.’ 

			Aubrette watched Letta for a beat, refusing to be cowed, no matter how high up the tree Letta’s family might sit. ‘Will she marry you off to the highest bidder too?’ Aubrette said eventually.

			Letta scowled, as though it were fine to discuss Aubrette’s love life, but not Letta’s own. ‘I will make a wise choice, so I will marry whom I please.’

			‘As will I,’ countered Aubrette, not missing a beat. ‘Is that not a choice all women should make for themselves?’

			‘Some women can’t be trusted with such important decisions.’

			Aubrette laughed. ‘And you think all men can?’

			‘Men from families of consequence have been carefully trained.’

			Bullshit. But Letta wouldn’t listen to that argument, indoctrinated as she was. ‘And yet you don’t trust your own brother’s choice?’ 

			The lie of their betrothal made Aubrette want to curl up inside. Deception didn’t come naturally, and she hated the way the untruth pulled at her guts, but then Otterly returned, sliding a hand to the small of her back, and it didn’t seem so much like a falsehood.

			He pressed a kiss to her temple, and then pulled her away. ‘See you later, Letta,’ he said, the crowd enveloping them, hiding them from view.

			They passed a large balcony overlooking Medris and the mountains, which contained a staid group dance, the music tuneful yet steady, and Aubrette wanted to roll her eyes. This dancing was nothing like the wild circling of the barn dances she loved, with red-faced revelers sporting wide grins as they raced to keep up with the frantic beat.

			Here, straitlaced servers carried trays of food and drinks around the vast open expanse of the lavish villa. Columns lined the walls, striking artwork filled the spaces, and ladies were careful not to step on each other’s expensive gowns.

			‘What did Mama Otterly want?’ asked Aubrette, accepting a flute of sparkling wine from a passing server. She tried to ignore the curious looks being cast their way. 

			He leaned in close, and her heart stuttered. ‘She wants me to call off our betrothal,’ he said, his lips brushing her ear. 

			The feel of him on her sensitive skin did things to her she didn’t want to acknowledge, and her brain almost lost the ability to form words. He pulled back and looked down into her eyes, some emotion swimming there she couldn’t place. ‘And?’ she managed.

			‘I told her I was hopelessly in love with you, and not even the Gods could pull us apart.’

			Aubrette’s pulse raced, but some sensible part of her warned it was all a fiction. They were not truly betrothed, and she didn’t understand his intentions. But Gods, she wanted him to wrap her in his arms and kiss her, even if it was all a lie. 

			Her lips parted, and Otterly’s eyes dipped to her mouth. For a terrifying moment, she thought he might kiss her right there in front of everyone, beneath the watchful gaze of the most influential families in the Kingdom of Moon. Panic made her break the spell, and she inhaled sharply as she moved back. They would call her a whore. Maybe they already did.

			Otterly downed his drink, then plucked Aubrette’s glass from her hand, startling a passing server as he deposited both glasses on his tray.

			‘You simply must see this painting,’ he said loudly, grabbing her arm and pulling her through the throng.  

			He drew her deeper into the house, to the parts where no guest dared tread, and when they were finally alone, he pressed her into an alcove, crowding her with his powerful frame. He didn’t hesitate before locking his lips with hers, his mouth hungry and unforgiving, and she moaned at the contact. The noise spurred him on, and he devoured her, his hands sliding to her backside as she fisted her hands in his hair.

			‘I’ve thought of nothing but you all day,’ he breathed between kisses.

			She huffed a laugh, which turned into a gasp as he squeezed her breast through her dress.

			‘The Dean of the University asked me a direct question, and I didn’t even notice,’ he said, sliding his hands to her hips and grinding his arousal against her.

			She slipped a hand into the waistband of his trousers, cupping his perfect, muscled buttock. 

			‘Fuck,’ he breathed. He moved back to her breast, teasing her nipple out of her low-cut neckline. He bent his head and circled her with his tongue, and Aubrette tipped her head back on a silent moan. 

			‘I’m sure he came this way,’ said a loud voice that made them both freeze.

			Otterly sprang back, straightening his shirt as Aubrette covered herself. ‘The bathroom’s down that corridor,’ he whispered. ‘I’ll wait for you here.’

			Aubrette slipped silently away, her heart pounding from fear and excitement and desire. The thrill of almost being caught made her want to giggle, but she kept her mouth clamped shut, hurrying to find a looking glass so she could put herself back together. 

			When she returned, she could hear at least three male voices, and she paused, steeling herself before joining them, trying to quiet her jittering nerves. But as she heard Otterly’s voice, they worsened. 

			‘I can handle my mother,’ he said, ‘and I will do as I damn well please.’

			The men laughed, and Aubrette fought the smile pulling at her own lips, because she had to admit, she wasn’t convinced.

			‘Aubrette is exceptional. Her mind—’

			The click of approaching heels silenced them, and then a woman’s voice floated along the corridor. ‘My son will do the right thing in the end,’ said Lady Otterly. ‘He owes his family that much, don’t you, Horatio?’

			Aubrette bristled at Lady Otterly’s tone, and her feet moved without conscious thought. She trod loudly, determinedly, and didn’t stop until she was pressed to Otterly’s side.

			‘There you are, darling,’ she said, smiling up at him. 

			Otterly wrapped an arm around her and returned her smile, acting as though they were alone. Aubrette leaned further into him, placing her hand on his chest in a way his mother would certainly not like.

			‘You don’t even know her,’ said Lady Otterly, barely containing her fury. ‘And Essa trained her.’

			‘You think she’s a spy?’ laughed Otterly, squeezing Aubrette tighter.

			‘I mean, come on, Otters,’ said Monty. ‘She walked in, insulted your lifelong friends, batted her eyelashes, and all of a sudden you’re engaged! Did she slip you something?’ He eyed Aubrette suspiciously, and she scowled.

			‘We have been corresponding for a long while,’ said Otterly. His words weren’t untrue. They had corresponded over practical details of her joining the guild, although Aubrette had never been entirely convinced he’d personally penned the letters she’d received. ‘And Aubrette is a gifted engineer. Just think how clever our children will be.’

			Lady Otterly sucked in a breath, and Monty nearly choked, spluttering in a scandalized fashion.

			Aubrette tried to pull away. She’d had just about enough of these people, and had other things she’d much rather be doing with her time.

			Otterly leaned down and whispered, ‘Stay,’ the word a plea. 

			His cheek brushed hers, sending a tingle of electricity down her spine, but Aubrette shook her head and put space between them. ‘I need to get back.’

			‘I’ll take you,’ he said, his voice still too low for the others to hear, ‘but I can’t leave yet. Stay for one more drink.’

			‘Why?’ she asked, acutely aware of the eyes watching them, only a pace away, even if Monty was doing his best to engage Lady Otterly in conversation. 

			‘Because I want you to.’

			She was about to reject him a second time, but the hope and vulnerability radiating from somewhere deep within him made her chest clench.

			‘Please,’ he said, running a thumb across her cheek.

			‘To sell the lie?’

			He used his other hand to brush a strand of hair off her face. ‘It benefits you, too. And is it so bad? Being mine?’

			She looked away, not wanting to acknowledge the sharp tug in her chest. ‘I have much to do. I need to rethink the four-valve system we wanted to use, and—’

			‘Aubrette,’ he said, halting her with a thumb on her lips, ‘there is no need to do that tonight.’

			She knew he was right, but she loved her work, and it was certainly more enjoyable than socializing with this stuck-up bunch of gawking social climbers.

			‘Please?’

			She sighed, resisting the temptation to bite his thumb. ‘One drink.’

			He beamed, and her heart lurched. 

			‘Finished putting her back in line?’ said Monty. 

			Lady Otterly had left, and her son scowled as he led them back to the party, grabbing two drinks from a server as they joined a group of Engineering Guild members. He’d got her a sparkling wine, but she reached for the tumbler of whiskey he’d selected for himself, cocking an eyebrow that dared him to try and stop her.

			He didn’t hesitate before handing it over, and as she inhaled the burning, peaty scent of the finest whiskey from the mountains of the Starlight Kingdom, her shoulders relaxed. At least this was the same here as it was anywhere, the familiarity comforting.

			The others seemed put-out when Otterly brought up the project for Lord Antice, and they cast uncomfortable glances at Aubrette. She rolled her eyes. ‘I’m lead engineer on that project, so I can’t imagine why you’re embarrassed to discuss it in front of me.’

			‘Well, it’s just—’ said one.

			‘Oh, come on,’ said another, whose words were slurred and halting. ‘The guilds are no place for women. It is rude to discuss matters of the workplace … with delicate creatures … such as yourself.’ He looked pleased with himself at the backhanded insult, and Aubrette took a large sip of whiskey, her mind searching for the best way to cut this ignorant arsehole down.

			‘Miss Alto is quite brilliant, I assure you,’ said Otterly, as though they were discussing the weather or something equally banal, and not the status of women in their society. 

			‘Go on then,’ said Monty, his words a challenge, ‘explain the solution for Lord Antice.’

			He obviously thought she would fail, but as she outlined the bones of it, the men forgot they weren’t supposed to speak of such matters in her company and became embroiled in the details. Engineers were so predictable. 

			They parried back and forth, with Otterly mostly staying out of it, occasionally supporting Aubrette with a nod or word of agreement. But she could feel his eyes upon her, watching her, and it made her skin prickle.

			‘And just think what we’ll be able to do when we incorporate magic,’ said Aubrette. She took a sip of whiskey, but as she lowered her glass, realized she’d mis-stepped, because their faces held looks of horror and fear and confusion. 

			Monty openly gaped at Otterly, who’d gone still.

			‘What?’ she said. ‘The Queen—’

			‘We will never use magic in the guilds of Moon,’ said Monty, puffing himself up to his full height. 

			‘The Queen has—’

			‘I know what that wench has decreed,’ said Monty, pointing a finger at Aubrette around his glass, ‘but when she marries, her husband will take her in hand, and things can go back to normal.’

			‘You’re delusional,’ said Aubrette. ‘The Queen will never bow to a man. Have you not seen all she’s accomplished? And you think a woman like that would be stupid enough to throw it all away for a man?’

			‘All women want to marry. They want babies. It’s only natural,’ said one of the others.

			Aubrette sneered. ‘A woman may have a baby without burdening herself with a marriage, although the Queen may very well decide she wants neither.’

			They all turned to look at Otterly, as though he should take his woman in hand. He shrugged. ‘None of us can predict what the Queen will or will not do. All of this is mere conjecture.’

			‘You will stand by while your betrothed speaks these words?’ said Monty, his chest puffed up so far it was a wonder he didn’t fall backwards. ‘At a party held by your mother, no less?’

			‘You seem an awfully long way up her arse,’ said Aubrette. She knew she shouldn’t poke the bear, but was unable to help herself, spurred on by the whiskey burning through her veins.

			Otterly did a poor job of hiding his smirk.

			‘And the use of magic?’ Monty countered. He rounded on Otterly, narrowing his eyes as though he’d played a trump card.

			Otterly stared the man down, his jaw ticking. ‘No,’ he quietly agreed. ‘The use of magic is a step too far.’

			Otterly refused to meet Aubrette’s gaze, but she didn’t let that deter her. ‘You don’t believe in Queen Fyia? You would go against your Queen?’

			‘I …’ He finally met her eyes, but she didn’t understand what she saw there. Pain and resignation and regret, but she hardened her heart, realizing he was not the ally she had hoped for. ‘Aubrette,’ he said quietly, placing a hand on her arm, trying to move her away from the group.

			‘Take your hand off me,’ she said slowly. Tears pricked at her eyes, but she refused to let this group of try-hards see her cry, to call her an emotional woman and discount her.

			‘Aubrette,’ he said again, pleadingly.

			‘Take. Your. Hand. Off. Me,’ she hissed.

			He huffed and dropped his hand just as his sister appeared, demanding his attention. Aubrette didn’t hesitate before slipping away, weaving through the crowd, not stopping until she spilled out into the cool night air. She looked frantically left and right, wondering how in the Seven Hells she was going to get home, and coming up blank.

			Tears threatened again, but a carriage pulled up, and a middle-aged woman with greying hair stepped out. Their eyes met, and the woman moved smoothly towards her. ‘Can I offer you my carriage?’ she said. Her words were kindly, but through them ran a core of steel, and Aubrette got the feeling she was not someone to trifle with. 

			‘Thank you,’ Aubrette said, then quickly clambered in. She was glad to escape before Otterly found her, assuming he was even bothering to look.

			It didn’t take long to cross the city’s Obsidian level to her lodgings, and she was still fighting tears when she stepped down from the carriage. It had been an arduous, emotionally draining couple of days, and she craved a hot bath followed by a deep sleep. 

			She’d found it difficult to settle in her new rooms, especially after the near miss with the men the first night. She was used to living in a small, safe town with friends around her, but here she was so alone. 

			As she fished for her key inside the folds of her dress, Otterly’s face flashed across her mind, then memories of the kisses and touches and the timbre of his voice, and her tears finally broke free, gushing down her face in streams.

			Aubrette trudged up the steps as the carriage wheeled away, still rifling for her key when a scuffing sound came from behind her. She turned in time to see four men rushing her, on her before she could react, clamping a hand over her mouth. They dragged her back down the steps and into the same alley where Otterly had kissed her.

			Aubrette’s heart thundered, and her mind went blank. What could she do? There was nothing … they would kill her, or worse. Maybe they would leave her body in the street for all to see, a warning to other women who dared to dream of lives like hers.

			The men laughed loudly, discussing who should go first. The man at her back squashed her even more tightly against his chest as he told another to lift her skirts. He stuck a finger in her mouth, and ran it back and forth across her tongue. She fought the urge to gag, and bit down as hard as she could, clenching her teeth with the power of all the rage and fear inside her.

			The man cried out, and yanked his hand free, throwing her roughly to the ground, clutching his finger, the others trying to work out what had happened. Aubrette had no hope of escape, only of rescue, and she didn’t hesitate before screaming at the top of her lungs. 

			The men lunged for her again, cursing as they tried to grab her, to shut her up. But she was on the ground, and they were drunk, and she screamed and screamed, thrashing and kicking and rolling with all her might to keep her mouth free.

			The sound of running boots approached, and Aubrette threw a prayer to all the Gods that whoever it was would help her, not add to her troubles. Her whole body shook, and her blood flooded with wild terror. But then she heard a woman’s voice, the men were yanked off, and a choked sob escaped her lips as she collapsed against the ground.

			City guards carted the men away with such startling speed, Aubrette almost questioned if the attack had even happened, but when she looked up, a tall, powerfully built woman with a long, auburn plait crouched before her, a stern look on her face.

			‘Are you okay?’ said the woman, offering Aubrette a hand, helping her to her feet.

			Aubrette nodded, but she was suddenly cold to her bones and shaking uncontrollably.

			A man ran into the alley, cursing when he took in Aubrette’s diminished form. ‘Warrior’s balls. High Commander! What happened?’

			‘Lord Otterly,’ said the woman, with a curt nod, then turned back to Aubrette. ‘Is there a reason you were on the streets alone at night?’ she asked, judgement thick in her tone. ‘It is not safe.’

			‘I got a carriage home,’ said Aubrette, casting a sheepish look at Otterly. ‘They attacked me when I was finding my key.’

			The High Commander’s features darkened. ‘This city is not safe. Do not walk the streets alone at night.’ She rounded on Otterly. ‘Why did your mother’s men attack this woman?’

			Otterly reared back. ‘How do you know they were my mother’s men?’

			‘I’m asking the questions.’ 

			Otterly scrubbed his hand down his face. ‘Miss Alto is my betrothed. She’s the first female engineer at my guild, and my mother is not happy.’

			She nodded in understanding, and Aubrette let out a growl of annoyance. ‘I am not his betrothed. It’s a stupid lie that was supposed to keep me safe, but it seems to have done the opposite, so I’m calling it off.’

			The High Commander looked appraisingly between Aubrette and Otterly. ‘It’s not a bad idea, actually. If I were you, I’d take all the protection I could get.’

			‘No, you wouldn’t,’ said Aubrette.

			‘No,’ the High Commander conceded, ‘but do you want to train in combat for a decade before you take up your place at the guild?’

			The question didn’t require an answer, so Aubrette didn’t give one. ‘But Lady Otterly sent those men, so I’m in more danger this way.’

			‘No,’ said the High Commander again. ‘There are plenty who will leave you alone because of your connection to Lord Otterly. And at least now you know Lady Otterly is a threat.’ 

			Aubrette shoved her hands into the hidden pockets of her gown, frustration and uncertainty warring for space in her chest. Why should she have to rely on a man to protect her? Why was the world like this? ‘Would Queen Fyia do it?’ she said eventually. ‘Would she go along with this plan?’

			The High Commander inclined her head, as though understanding something. ‘Queen Fyia goes nowhere without Edu Ceres, one of the few warriors I would fear in a fight. She has a unit of guards with her at all times, and until recently, she also had me and her entire army. Do you have guards willing to protect you with their lives?’

			Aubrette scowled. 

			‘But besides all that, the Queen wouldn’t hesitate if it got her what she wanted. She is above all things pragmatic.’

			The words took the wind out of Aubrette’s sails.

			‘If you want to work at the guild, and give yourself the best possible chance of remaining safe, aligning with Lord Otterly is not the worst idea.’

			Aubrette held her breath as she gave a small nod, pointedly avoiding Otterly’s gaze.

			‘You shouldn’t be alone tonight,’ said the High Commander. 

			Aubrette’s teeth chattered, and she wrapped her arms around herself, willing it to stop. It didn’t. 

			‘Do you have anyone you can stay with?’

			Aubrette shook her head, tears threatening once more.

			‘I’ll look after her,’ said Otterly, stepping forward and gently pulling her into him. She resisted for a tick, and then wrapped her arms around him, fat tears streaming from her eyes.

			He held her more tightly, and she took comfort from his warm, muscular cocoon. It felt safe, and like maybe she had one person in this Gods-damned city who wanted her to be here.


		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Otterly opened the door to his penthouse apartment using a combination lock on a shining brass plate. A series of clicks and the whirl of cogs sounded as the door swung inwards, and Aubrette’s mouth dropped open as she took in his home.

			The walls of the open-plan living space were covered with vintage measuring contraptions, charts, and framed academic papers written by long-dead experts. On the far side, a telescope stood beside the door to a balcony, and before that was a round table with the marks of a compass printed on its surface. A plush seating area sat off to one side, and she could see a large marble kitchen through a door to the right. The ceilings were high, with scroll-topped columns reminiscent of his mother’s house, but it was also welcoming and almost cozy, the yellow lamplight giving off a comforting glow.

			Aubrette was still shaking, feeling cold and empty, and she clutched Otterly’s warm body. He hadn’t released her since they’d left the alley, and she drew strength from his strength, almost believing his assurance that it would all be okay.

			He tugged her into the kitchen, and deposited her in a chair at an ostentatious gold table. She immediately felt the loss of him as he rummaged first in a cupboard, then in the cold box, then busied himself with a pan on the cookstove. 

			‘How did you know I’d gone back to my lodgings?’ Aubrette asked weakly, as he poured milk into a copper pan.

			‘Mother’s doorman,’ he said simply. He pulled out a knife and a chopping block, then shredded a bar of something brown.

			Aubrette gave a small nod as he scraped the brown stuff into the pan of milk, then added sugar from a pot beside the stove. A delicious, sweet smell permeated the air, and Aubrette gave a start. ‘Wait, is that chocolate?’

			Otterly smiled as he whisked. ‘It’s good for shock,’ he said, then filled two earthenware mugs and handed one to her.

			‘I’ve never had chocolate before,’ she said quietly, the divine scent offering the promise of comfort.

			Otterly frowned as though surprised. 

			‘It’s expensive,’ she said, ‘and rare.’

			He nodded, then led her back into the main room, where she sat on a couch in front of a fire that had burned down to embers. Otterly threw another log onto the glowing hearth before settling down close beside her. She fought the urge to lean in.

			‘Nice place,’ she said, her hands still shaking a little.

			He cast his eyes around as though he hadn’t noticed. ‘It belonged to my father. He left it to me when …’ 

			Aubrette busied herself with her drink. ‘He died?’ she said eventually.

			He inhaled deeply. ‘Almost ten years ago. He was head of the Guild of Engineering, and it was a great blow when he died, to me and Mother; they made a formidable pair.’

			Aubrette wanted to ask how it had happened, but his pained expression made her shy away. ‘Your mother still seems formidable to me.’

			He chuckled, but his heart wasn’t in it.

			‘You said the Controller of the Guild of Magic is different to the leader?’

			‘Yes,’ he said, and his shoulders stiffened.

			‘What does that mean?’

			Otterly put down his drink, and for a moment Aubrette thought he wouldn’t answer. ‘It means her family has been responsible for the suppression of magic since the first kings made its practice illegal. They hunt magic users and punish those they catch, all while practicing magic as much as they please within the walls of their own guild.’

			So that was why everyone had reacted badly to her comment about using magic at the party. ‘But the Queen changed the law. It’s legal to practice magic.’

			‘And my mother walks a dangerous line. She acts as though nothing’s different, but it’s coming, whether she likes it or not.’

			‘Let me guess, she thinks the Queen will marry and things will continue as normal?’ She parroted the words she’d heard too many times during her brief stay in Medris.

			Otterly smiled and reached for her hand. Aubrette let him take it, and her heart gave a thud.

			‘When my father died, there were those who demanded she give up her position, seeing as she was no longer under the supervision of her husband. She fought tooth and nail to keep her role, and she fought dirty, using secrets and connections and only the Gods know what else. Eventually her opponents backed down, and now she believes herself untouchable, capable of getting anything she wants.’

			‘She’s wrong,’ said Aubrette, ‘and she’s a hypocrite.’

			‘Yes,’ he agreed, squeezing her fingers. ‘She does what she can to keep other women down while she swans around like she owns the place.’

			‘Well, she doesn’t. Queen Fyia owns the place.’

			A smile tugged at the corner of Otterly’s lips, and he stroked his thumb across the back of her hand. Her stomach dipped, and she looked away, her insides a mess of emotions.

			‘I should sleep,’ she said, because although the hot chocolate had helped, she was still jittery and drained, and her judgment in this moment could not be trusted.

			He pulled her up and led her to the other side of the penthouse, swinging open a large door to reveal an opulent bedchamber with an enormous bed that looked like a sled without wheels.

			‘This is your room?’ she asked, his familiar sandalwood scent engulfing her.

			He nodded. ‘I’ll take the couch. Bathroom’s through there.’

			He dropped her hand, but she slid her fingers back into his. ‘Stay with me,’ she blurted. He raised his eyebrows. ‘I don’t want to be alone, that’s all. I don’t mean …’

			He pulled her into his arms and held her close, tears threatening to spill free once more. ‘Please,’ she said into his shirt.

			He stroked her back and lowered his mouth to her hair. ‘All right,’ he breathed.

			
***

			


			Aubrette woke to the sound of birds, and for a moment couldn’t work out where she was, or why a heavy weight lay across her waist. But then she remembered, and her eyes flew open.

			She was in Otterly’s bed, with Otterly, who’d given her his shirt to sleep in. He hadn’t bothered to replace it, so the arm that held her was naked. As was his chest, which was pressed to her back.

			She was sure they hadn’t been like this when they’d fallen asleep. They’d been holding hands, she remembered that much, and he’d stroked her forehead and kissed her temple as she’d drifted off in the deliciously soft nest of his bed. 

			But they hadn’t been like this. Which begged the question, which one of them had done this? Had she shuffled backwards in the night, seeking his arms, or had he reached forward? Or had both of their unconscious minds had a part to play?

			She shifted, and he stirred. She froze, waiting to see if he would pull away, so terrified he would, her hand sprang up to hold his arm in place.

			He huffed a breath into her neck, sending a thrill down her spine, then pressed his lips to the delicate skin there. She clenched her thighs against the sensation that zipped between them.

			‘Good morning, darling,’ he murmured, brushing his lips across her neck. ‘How are you feeling?’

			Darling? She should really correct him. Tell him in no uncertain terms that she was not his darling, but she couldn’t quite form the words, seeing as ninety-seven-point-five percent of her brain cared only that he continued whatever he was doing with his lips. 

			A moan escaped her, and he hummed appreciatively at the noise. He rolled her gently, so she lay on her back, looking up into his eyes as he slid his hand down her side. His touch, bed-messed hair, and sleepy features sent desire flooding to her core.

			‘Well?’ he pressed, withholding kisses until she answered.

			‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘Better than fine, actually.’ She cupped his face, then slid her fingers into his hair, pulling his lips down to hers.

			He kissed her long and deep and slow, until she was giddy and breathless, stroking her hands over the smooth skin of his back, desire burning hot in her veins.

			‘Aubrette,’ he said, pulling back a little, ‘we shouldn’t do this. I mean, we don’t have to do this. I had no expectations when I brought you here. I just wanted to make sure you were all right.’

			‘You think it’s a bad idea?’ she said, disappointment and rejection warring with the part of her brain that knew he was probably right.

			‘I think it’s a most excellent idea,’ he said, sliding his thumb along the underside of her breast. She arched her back. ‘But there is no obligation, and it would cross a line.’

			She traced the ridge of muscle next to his spine, and his eyes closed. She watched his face as she dug her fingers beneath the waistband of the light cotton trousers he’d changed into the previous evening, and squeezed his muscular glute. He exhaled loudly, almost a groan.

			‘You should know this is not my first time,’ she said, massaging his backside. ‘If that’s a problem …’

			He opened his eyes. ‘Then you have a protection spell in place?’ he said, seeming relieved, his eagerness growing.

			She giggled at his hopeful expression, nodding as she slid her hand to his shaft.

			‘Fuck,’ he whispered, as she squeezed the base then cupped his balls. ‘Aubrette …’ He leaned his forehead against hers and pumped his hips in time with her hand, his pace building until he suddenly pulled back.

			He straddled her, and her eyes found every ridge and contour of his honed body as he tugged at her shirt, sliding it up until he bared her breasts. He shifted his weight onto his hands and knees and drank her in, caging her as he bent his head to kiss her lips. His movements were slow and purposeful, reverent, as though they had all the time in the world, and Aubrette was more than happy to make this moment last.

			He slid his mouth down, kissing her chin, her neck, her chest, the skin between her breasts, and Aubrette arched as his stubble scratched in the most delightful way. Her nipples were tight, pebbled peaks, and she moaned as he kissed his way to one side, pinching her almost painfully before closing his mouth around her flesh. He took her other breast in his hand, kneading and pinching as he sucked her. 

			She wrapped her legs around him, raising her hips until her core pressed against him, then rocked, desperately seeking friction. He lifted his eyes to meet hers, smirking when he saw the look on her face, then relinquished her breasts and sat back, forcing her legs down.

			He pinned her hips with his hands and leaned his head forward, kissing her stomach, then trailing a path lower. He ghosted a thumb down her hipbone, and as his lips came close to where she wanted him most, she bucked, trying to speed his movements. 

			He held her in place with a chuckle, then licked a line up her center. She gasped and writhed, needing so much more. He kissed her, then sucked, pulling at her in a way that made spots of light dance across her vision. ‘Yes,’ she breathed, burying her hand in his dark hair, urging him on. ‘Otterly … I need ….’

			He lifted his head and looked at her with a frown, her muscles clenching at the loss of him. ‘You can’t call me that in here,’ he said, aghast. 

			‘Then what?’ She tugged his hair, needing him to return to his place between her thighs. 

			‘Fin.’

			She nodded, and he dipped his head once more, licking inside her, then biting gently. 

			She moaned loudly, and just when she thought she could take it no more, he pulled her up, kissing her again. ‘More,’ she breathed into his mouth. ‘Fin …’ 

			He lifted her around him, and walked on his knees to the edge of the mattress. He stood, rested her on the scrolled end of the sleigh bed, then discarded his trousers and pulled off her clothes.

			She reached for his perfect, naked body as he stepped between her thighs, lining him up as his hands gripped her backside. She exhaled as he pushed into her in one long, slow thrust. He looked into her eyes as he moved in and out, pulsing slowly, and then her head tipped back of its own accord, and she clutched his neck as she tipped her hips.

			He pulled her flush against him, and lifted her, spinning them and pinning her against the wall. He pulled back enough to survey her, cupping her heavy breasts and running his thumbs across her hard nipples, watching her every minute reaction. His assured touch and the rough skin of his hands sent shockwaves through her, and her body pulsed around him, breathy moans escaping her lips. 

			He skirted one hand lower, all the way to where their bodies joined, and pressed the perfect spot at the apex of her thighs. He moved his hips again, and she grabbed his neck, doing what she could to move with him as the well of pleasure built, her mouth falling open as she came close to oblivion. 

			‘Fuck … yes … Aubrette.’ His words tipped her over the edge, and she cried out as she climaxed, pulling him over with her, clutching him to her as she rode wave after wave of pleasure. 

			He buried his face in her neck and pulled her away from the wall, and for a moment, they just stood there, him still inside her, their naked bodies as close as they could be, hearts racing as one. Aubrette closed her eyes and inhaled him, savoring him, pressing her face against his shoulder, letting joy and contentment wash through her.

			He moved them to the bed and lay her back against the pillows, kissing her as he settled his weight beside her and wrapped her in his warmth. She wanted to stay there all day, like that, just the two of them entwined together, but the thought sent a jolt of shock through her, and she stiffened. It was supposed to be fake.

			‘What is it?’ he said, raising his head and looking down with concern.

			She looked away. ‘What are we doing?’

			He dropped a kiss on her shoulder. ‘I know our betrothal is … staged,’ he said slowly, brushing his lips back and forth across her skin, ‘but you … I …’ He hesitated, and she turned to look up at him, something in his voice vulnerable and unsure. ‘My mother has thrown women at me my entire life.’

			Aubrette frowned, and he lifted his fingers to her brow and smoothed away the lines. ‘I never felt a thing for any of them, but when you walked into my office and dressed us all down … I think I fell in love with you that very moment.’

			Her eyes went wide.

			‘I didn’t realize it at the time, because I was so intensely irritated.’

			She laughed, hardly believing the words coming from his lips.

			‘But even when we’re fighting, there’s a tug in my chest that begs me to kiss you.’ 

			Aubrette’s smile was so wide it hurt, and as he bent his lips to hers, there was nothing she could do to stop it. 

			‘Does that mean you like me too?’ he asked hopefully.

			She inhaled him into her lungs. ‘I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t, but—’

			A loud knock came from the front door, and Fin stilled. 

			‘Who’s that?’

			A clicking noise filled the air, and he swore, then jumped to his feet, searching for clothes. ‘It’s my mother. I never changed the combination on the door. She’s the only other person who has it.’

			She sent him a chastising look.

			‘Yes, yes, I know. I’m an idiot. I’ll change it as soon as she’s gone.’

			Fin fled from the room, and Aubrette lay back and listened, even the unwelcome interruption unable to shake her giddiness. He loved her. He couldn’t really mean that, could he? She wasn’t sure she believed in love at first sight. But he wanted her. Truly. And the tightness in her chest told her she wanted him too.

			‘Mother!’ said Fin, his tone indignant. ‘You cannot simply let yourself into my apartment.’

			‘It was mine before it was yours, and I wouldn’t have had to if you were where you’re supposed to be.’

			Aubrette cast a guilty look at the clock on Fin’s nightstand. They should have been at the guild an hour ago at the very latest. She looked around for clothes, but all she had was her ball gown. She couldn’t wear that on the streets at this hour, or her reputation would truly be ruined. So she pulled Fin’s shirt back on and lay against the pillows, listening unashamedly to their conversation.

			‘This has gone far enough,’ said Lady Otterly. ‘You’ve had your fun, made your point, and now you must call it off before you hurt the girl.’

			Fin scoffed. ‘She’s no girl, Mother, and I will do as I please. Now, if that is all.’

			‘No, that is not all. She caused a scandal at my party. Monty repeated her comments about magic to anyone who would listen. Whispers have started, and you will put a stop to them.’

			Fin was silent for a long time, and Aubrette was tempted to creep to the door, which was slightly ajar, and watch through the crack. Before she’d completely set the idea aside, he said, ‘Things are changing, Mother. Queen Fyia has reinstated magic, and soon women will have equal status to men in the eyes of the law.’

			‘But not in the eyes of my society,’ Lady Otterly spat, ‘and we are dealing with the Queen. She will be married off and taken in hand. Her obsession with the dragons will be her downfall, and we will be waiting when she fails. The Kingdom of Moon belongs to Lord Antice and Lord Venir. We are their loyal servants. Magic must be contained—’

			‘Lest you lose your position of power?’ Fin sneered. ‘You are content to believe in your own abilities, but insist on keeping other women down. You freely explore magic, while handing cruel punishments to any other found practicing. I want nothing to do with your plans.’

			‘You will throw your lot in with the Queen? Just as you supported the magic sympathizers?’ Lady Otterly’s words were daggers, although Aubrette didn’t know what she meant.

			‘That was different,’ said Fin.

			‘It will end the same way.’

			‘Is that a threat?’ 

			‘You are no longer fit to lead a guild; that is clear to me now.’

			Aubrette heard the click of footsteps, then the slam of a door, and moments later, Fin was back.

			‘We have to move,’ he said, his voice even and steady, but urgent. ‘We have time while my mother gathers her troops, but not much.’

			He pulled clothes from his closet, and as she watched him, a shot of adrenaline hit Aubrette’s blood. She jumped out of bed and grabbed her dress from the floor. ‘What the fuck, Fin?’

			He buttoned a fresh shirt and yanked on tailored trousers. He helped her into her dress, then held her face between his hands and looked deep into her eyes. ‘Listen to me carefully. Go home. Get changed into whatever you have that looks most regal, then meet me at the guild.’ He broke away and grabbed her cloak, which he threw around her shoulders. ‘Take my carriage, and be quick, Mother won’t waste a moment.’

			‘Fin,’ she said, catching his hand. ‘I don’t understand.’

			‘She’s going to try and unseat me, and we’re not going to let her.’

			She looked into his eyes, and her chest constricted at the savage determination she saw there. A smile ghosted her lips as she nodded. Then he kissed her, a chaste thing, but full of promise.


		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			By the time Aubrette made it to the guild, soldiers surrounded the place, and as she descended the steps from Fin’s carriage, she found the High Commander leaning against a pillar by the front door.

			‘High Commander!’ said Aubrette.

			‘Nice to see you again,’ she said. ‘And please, call me Sensis, because as of this moment, we’re comrades.’

			A slew of carriages pulled up, and Lady Otterly clambered out, shouting to her driver to hurry the hell up.

			‘Let’s go,’ said Sensis, with a conspiratorial smile. ‘My soldiers will delay Mama Bear.’

			A swell of excitement rose through Aubrette’s chest, but it was tempered by fear of what was to come. Whatever it was, she was glad Sensis was here; no one trifled with the High Commander.

			They hurried inside, and Fin met them in the entrance hall. He dropped a peck on Aubrette’s lips, then led them through a series of corridors into a grand hall Aubrette had never been in before. A throne-like seat sat at the far end, and before it stood every member of the guild, clad in their cloaks of midnight blue. 

			Fin threw a blue cloak around Aubrette’s shoulders, then drew her up to stand beside his grand seat at the front. The other Principal Engineers flanked the throne, and he forced them to shuffle sideways to accommodate her. 

			Monty cast a dark look her way from his place in the front row, because he was not a principal, and was therefore below her in the pecking order. His hatred made more sense in this light, when Aubrette was literally looking down on him from her position of authority. It made her chest swell in the most surprising way. She was proud of what she’d achieved, and wasn’t going to let anyone, least of all Lady Otterly, take it away.

			‘It’s better if I’m not here,’ said Sensis, in a low voice. ‘I don’t want to antagonize her further, but I’ll be in the antechamber if you need me.’

			‘We do not require a military presence,’ said Lady Otterly’s voice from the corridor. 

			‘The leader of this guild has requested our assistance,’ replied a male voice, his tone cool and businesslike, ‘and we are duty bound to enforce the laws of our Queen.’

			‘It is a private guild matter.’

			‘My hands are tied, my lady.’

			Lady Otterly huffed, and moments later, she appeared through the door, flanked by a dozen soldiers. She stormed to the front. ‘I call for a vote of no confidence in Lord Otterly,’ she said, looking him directly in the eye as she said the words. ‘Do I have a second?’

			Monty stepped forward without hesitation. Aubrette chanced a glance down at Fin, whose face betrayed not a lick of emotion.

			‘I second the motion, Lady Otterly,’ said Monty, with a small bow. ‘This nonsense has gone far enough.’

			Fin let silence fall for a long moment, and then said, ‘On what grounds?’

			‘On the grounds that you have lost your mind,’ said his mother. ‘That woman’—she pointed to Aubrette—‘has infiltrated your senses and stolen them away. This is no place for a woman, let alone a magic sympathizer. Maybe she’s even a witch herself—it would explain a lot—and as soon as I have removed you from your position, I will take her into custody, and make her see the error of her ways.’

			‘No,’ said Fin, ‘you will not. Your grounds are illegal. Our Queen has reinstated magic, long may she reign, and in this new age, women will have equal rights to men. So unless you have proof that my betrothed has addled my mind in relation to some other topic, we are done here.’

			Fin sent Aubrette a reassuring look, and Lady Otterly sneered. ‘Get away from him, or Gods help me, I’ll slit your pretty little throat.’

			Fin took Aubrette’s hand, and the soldiers shifted uncomfortably, but Lady Otterly’s words lit a fire of defiance inside Aubrette. She sank down, sitting on the wide arm of Fin’s chair. It was low, so she wasn’t much higher than he was, and she leaned on his shoulder.

			‘You slut,’ hissed Lady Otterly. She stepped forward, and a soldier cleared his throat.

			‘Do not speak about my future wife that way, Mother,’ said Fin. 

			The words sent a shot of something alien up Aubrette’s spine. Delight maybe, mixed with a happy kind of terror. Every set of eyes in the room watched them work as a team, and Aubrette hoped she wasn’t wrong to trust him, that this wouldn’t all blow up in her face. But she realized she did trust him, especially after what he’d said and done last night, and her instincts rarely led her astray.

			Lady Otterly seemed to weigh something heavy, and Aubrette steeled herself for whatever would come next. ‘You killed your own father,’ said Lady Otterly, ‘and for that reason, you cannot lead this guild.’

			Aubrette flinched, but she didn’t move away. Even if the words contained some truth, it couldn’t be so simple. 

			Fin clenched his jaw. ‘I did no such thing, although regrettably my actions meant he was in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

			‘You planned the whole thing. You wanted this guild for yourself, and conspired with the magic sympathizers to bring him down.’

			The guild watched the back and forth with rapt interest, as did the soldiers, and Aubrette squeezed Fin’s arm, showing him she was with him, that she was still on his side.

			‘My father was the center of my world,’ said Fin. His voice was steady, but his words were laced with pain. ‘He taught me to question everything, to think for myself, to search for novel solutions and push boundaries. So I never understood why magic was taboo, forbidden, only spoken about in hushed whispers late at night, and I did what my father told me. I explored. 

			‘I met with those who believed magic could help us, and their arguments persuaded me. I attended a rally, and my father—sent by you, Mother—came to retrieve me, because you were terrified about how it would look to your friends if word got out I’d been there. What it might mean for your position as Controller of the Guild of Magic.’

			‘Don’t you dare lay the blame at my door.’

			‘The rally became heated, fights broke out, and Father was caught in the crossfire. He was recognized, targeted, and ultimately killed, but certainly not by me. I loved him, and I am still devastated by the loss of him.’

			‘You are a magic sympathizer, and I will punish you for that.’

			‘You could have, once,’ said Fin, ‘before the Queen changed the law. It is a secret you have held over me since the day of Father’s death. You forced me to bend to your will, or face arrest, punishment, exile, or even death. But your leverage has evaporated, whipped away by the will of our new Queen. So now it is you who must be careful, Mother, lest you find yourself on the wrong side of the law.’

			‘You will pay for this, you little whore,’ said Lady Otterly, staring Aubrette down. ‘You waited not even a handful of days before spreading your legs and coiling your will around my only son.’

			‘If that is all, Mother,’ said Fin, inhaling as though bored. ‘This is a reputable guild, not a venue for vile words and baseless gossip. Might I suggest you take your vitriol to a drinking house if you wish to continue in this vein.’

			Lady Otterly snarled, then whirled and raced for the exit, and Aubrette’s chest swelled with triumph. 

			‘That was magnificent,’ she whispered in Fin’s ear. 

			He grinned, squeezed her arm, then got to his feet and sent the guild back to work.


		

	

			Chapter Seven

			It was late when Aubrette finally looked up from the drawings she’d been working on for Lord Antice. It had taken a week, but they were almost done, and a deep sense of satisfaction filled her as she looked down at the ingenious solution, even if she did say so herself.

			She got to her feet, stretched, then picked up her cloak and went in search of Fin, her mind a haze of tired contentment. She always felt that way when she’d made good progress on a problem.

			Voices floated up the corridor as she approached Fin’s office, and when she entered the palatial room, she found the guild’s most senior engineers crowded around the blackboards. 

			‘If we support it that way,’ said one, ‘it will be weak in this plane.’

			‘But it will be weak here if we support it laterally,’ said another, tapping the blackboard.

			Aubrette rolled her eyes. ‘Are you serious?’ she said, striding forward and plucking the chalk from Fin’s hand. He refused to step back as she positioned herself in front of him, and her stomach knotted at his proximity. 

			Aubrette looked up into his eyes for a beat, then swiveled to face the problem on the board. She drew a series of lines. ‘Voila,’ she said.

			‘That will never work,’ scoffed one.

			‘It will still be weak laterally,’ said another.

			Aubrette shrugged. ‘Do the math,’ she said, her tone a challenge. ‘Essa solved it two … no … three spins of the sun ago. It works.’

			They copied her drawings into their notepads, then slunk away, grumbling but resigned, until only Aubrette and Fin remained.

			‘You’re a marvel,’ said Fin, pulling her around to face him fully.

			‘Yes,’ she said, with an arrogant smile. ‘The Queen has been trying to tell the world women have brains, but everyone here is too far up their own arses to see what’s right in front of them.’

			‘Well, my dear,’ he said, pushing wisps of hair off her face, ‘you have opened my eyes, and I stand entirely corrected.’

			She smirked. ‘I’ll remind you of that when we have our next argument.’

			He kissed her lightly on the lips. ‘I look forward to it.’

			‘I’m sorry about your father,’ she said. ‘And your mother.’ They’d spoken of it little in the days since Lady Otterly had stormed the guild, but she wanted him to know.

			He pulled her to his chest. ‘She and my sister are working with the rebels, fighting the Queen.’

			‘Oh.’

			He looked down, meeting her upturned gaze. ‘And after our stand, she’ll keep coming for us.’

			Aubrette winced. She didn’t want a part in any war, especially if that meant getting between Fin and his family. She just wanted to work on engineering projects … and be able to kiss him whenever she felt so inclined.

			‘I told Sensis I’ll help the Queen if I can.’

			Aubrette stroked his back. ‘I’m sorry it’s come to this. I can’t regret being here, but I’m sorry I was the catalyst.’

			‘I’m not,’ he said, cupping her cheek. ‘I wish you’d come sooner, because I haven’t felt so alive, so invigorated, so … happy in a long time.’

			Aubrette’s chest squeezed, and a smile spread across her lips.

			‘And I want you to move in with me. I can’t bear the thought of you in those lodgings, so far away and vulnerable to attack.’

			Aubrette froze, the idea so surprising all the air left her lungs. His penthouse was undeniably more comfortable, and that he came as part of the bargain was a bonus, but … ‘I can’t marry you,’ she said, and his face fell. ‘At least, not with the laws as they currently stand. I won’t give up my independence.’ 

			She rested her head on his chest for a moment, sorting her racing thoughts, and when she met his gaze, a mischievous smile tugged at her lips. ‘But how much of a scandal would it cause if I moved in with you anyway?’

			‘You would do that?’ he breathed, gripping her tighter.

			‘Of course! Have you seen your bathtub? And correcting your drawings will be much easier if we live under the same roof.’

			‘Aubrette,’ he laughed, spinning her in his arms.

			She yelped. ‘And there are one or two other benefits I can think of …’

			‘I’d like to hear more about those.’ He kissed her again, this time deepening it, so their tongues worked together in a primal rhythm. 

			He pushed her back against the bookcase, pinning her with his hips, and she moaned into his mouth, winding her fingers into his hair.

			Voices bantered along the corridor, and Fin reluctantly released her, moving away just before a group of junior engineers stuck their heads into the office and waved goodnight. Fin kept Aubrette in front of him, hiding the bulge in his breeches, and Aubrette suppressed a laugh as the juniors left, sending knowing glances at one other.

			‘We can’t do this here,’ she said. ‘I’ll never be able to look our colleagues in the eye if we get caught.’

			Fin nodded and cleared his throat.

			‘Maybe we can find a use for your bathtub instead of your office …?’ she said.

			His eyes darkened, and he dropped a kiss on her lips. ‘You’re going to need sustenance before everything I have planned for you tonight,’ he said, and Aubrette smiled as desire pooled in her core. But she had to admit, she was hungry.

			‘Canty’s?’ she asked hopefully.

			‘Canty’s,’ he agreed, ‘but we’re taking the carriage.’

			‘We’re … what?’

			He snagged her hand and pulled her towards the exit, Aubrette giggling at his eagerness.

			The carriage door had barely shut before Fin dropped to his knees and hitched up her skirts. He ran his palms up her inner thighs, and Aubrette’s eyes went wide with surprise.

			‘Fin,’ she said, censoringly. 

			He sent her a wicked smile, then pulled her undergarments aside and buried his face between her thighs.

			‘Fin,’ she said again, her hands moving to his head, intending to pull him off. But his name turned into a gasp, and her hands fisted in his hair, urging him on as she tipped her head back, stifling a moan. 

			His fingers joined his mouth, and the sensations, coupled with the danger of doing this here, had her exploding against his tongue before they’d travelled two streets. 

			She clamped her lips together to prevent herself from crying out, then suddenly he was beside her on the bench, a smug smile on his lips, his fingers still on her sensitive flesh. He kissed her, and she turned to putty in his arms, floating on pure languid thrill, little whimpers escaping her as he eked out her pleasure, fresh spasms wracking her body.

			‘I can’t tell you how glad I am you came,’ Fin murmured in her ear, smoothing down her skirts as the carriage came to a halt outside Mrs. Cantonbury’s restaurant.

			She nodded, trying desperately to collect herself as they looked deep into each other’s eyes. ‘Me too,’ she whispered. And then, not caring the driver had opened the carriage door, he kissed her again. 
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House of Tricksters

			by S. L. Prater

			After angering a fae lord, rakish minstrel Bragi can think of only one way to placate the ruler—kidnap a human woman as a gift. Unfortunately, the first woman he finds turns out to be not so human at all. Sora is a powerful witch, and she kidnaps him first. Worse ... she’s his mate.

			
Trigger Warnings: Mature content including foul language, captive romance, and explicit sex.



	
		
			Bragi

			Bragi needed an ale. A tall one. And a human woman to kidnap, though the woman need not be tall too. Just the ale. Short would do for the girl. Short was probably best, in fact. He could carry her to the fae baron of the Lunar Court more easily if she came in a small package. 

			And pretty. Pretty enough to make up for Bragi’s little slip-up, accidentally seducing the mortal servant the frey—his fae lord—favored.

			Only, he’d never kidnapped a human before—or anyone for that matter. When he wanted a woman’s company, all he usually had to do was smile at them and give them attention. Mortal women were especially fond of his attention. Bragi was a poet and a composer. Sweet words whispered in the soft, rounded ears of a woman never failed him, as had unfortunately been the case with the frey’s servant girl.

			Oh, but what if the woman didn’t like that she was being abducted? What if she cried at him? He was a useless lump in the face of tears. His captive would get whatever they wanted then: freedom, coin, the very shirt from his back . . . 

			He’d have to do something to keep her from crying.

			Reflecting on his many errors in the blazing heat of a late afternoon sun, Bragi stumbled upon a less-than-modest homestead in a meadow just south of the Lunar city of River Row. He dropped his pouch of provisions beside his boots and peered around an oak tree. The tall, lean hut sat crooked in the deep grass several yards away, surrounded by large blue butterflies and fae wildflowers. Fae flowers were brightly colored and denser than other flora, grand enough to hold the butterflies that were as big as birds. The image would have been picturesque if the home wasn’t so dilapidated, the wood rotten in places, the shutters hanging crookedly on rusted hinges. 

			A woman moved amongst the rows of an overgrown garden, a woven basket hooked over her arm. She collected ripe tomatoes off coiling vines. Bragi kept to the tree line, hidden by foliage, and watched her. She was tall for a mortal woman, not at all a small package to carry, but certainly pretty. She had the build of a woman who often worked outside with her hands, but she dressed like a lady—a walking contradiction. Most importantly, there was enough to her hips and bottom and breasts to hold a man’s attention for a long while.

			She was perfect.

			He studied her: full lips, a soft complexion, large eyes. The Lunar Fae came in a colorful range of skin tones. His was russet. Hers was white as cream and spotless. Her hair—what he could see of it hanging beneath her bonnet—was bright yellow, like ripe wheat. His frey liked fair-haired mortals. It was a blonde chit that had gotten Bragi into this predicament, in fact. 

			Based on the size of this woman’s garden and home, she lived alone. Even better. The frey wouldn’t want to deal with an angry husband or father shouting about getting their girl back. The baron—a human term—would keep her anyway, of course. Lunar Fae ruled the lands in and around the borders of the river Eventide. But it was best to avoid such nuisances when one could. 

			The woman lived rough, but her clothing was surprisingly fine, not the clothing of a commoner. A woman who dressed above her station surely longed for more in life. Perhaps she wanted a home that matched her rich clothing. Perhaps she would just need a bit of coaxing to convince her to come along with him. His honeyed words might serve him best here. And if not, he’d revert to his other plan: put her to sleep with moon magic to prevent tears and haul her off over his shoulder.

			He’d need to make himself more approachable first. The fae put most mortals on their guard and for good reason—they were so often abducting them. It went against fae culture to lie outright, but if she made the wrong assumptions about who he was based on his appearance, that would be just fine.

			Bragi angled his fingers, touching them together to make the sign of a four-pointed star, casting a spell over the short antlers which curved back off his crown. The sunlight dampened his connection to his magic, which Lunar Fae mages drew from elements of the Divine Night, but the shade helped get the job done. He reached up to confirm his antlers were concealed. Then he did the same to his pointed ears. His hair was a vibrant red, an unnatural shade compared to humans. He dampened the colors to a muddier tint. His castings left the scent of incense behind.

			Absently, he wound several ruddy strands around a finger, examining the length. Should he shorten it? He was rather fond of his long mane, which fell in waves below his shoulders, half pinned up in a knot at the base of his head. Mortal ladies called him a rake for wearing it so long, but they seemed to like it. Mortal men wore their hair cropped and boring and tucked under powdered wigs—bah. He’d keep his hair. 

			Bragi rubbed dirt on his trousers and ripped a seam in the shoulder of his tunic and the long ruffles of his sleeves. He’d look more like a lost traveler now than a fae minstrel on a mission—or a man on the hunt.

			He waited for the woman to wander to the front door, up a set of rickety steps, watching as she untied the bonnet from under her chin, fighting with the bow against her slender throat. She worked the knot with long delicate fingers.

			She was indeed very pretty. 

			And not for you, he reminded himself.

			Bragi moved silently through the lush grass. It wouldn’t do to sneak up on her. He didn’t want to scare her. He picked up his feet and dropped them as though they were heavy, mimicking the bumbling gait of a mortal. 

			The woman pushed open a door that creaked loudly, then she stiffened on the threshold. She turned, knocking her straw bonnet crooked, ribbons dangling on either side of her face. 

			“You,” she said with an urgent familiarity that brought him pause.

			He froze on the lawn just a few strides from her, close enough to make out the penetrating blue depths of her dark eyes. “Do we know each other . . . ? No, we couldn’t.” He looked her over, a smile stretching his lips. “I’d definitely remember you.” 

			“Oh no,” she groaned, tucking her basket firmly against her side. She had a bold accent, like the people who lived amongst the Unseelie to the south, a land ruled by the descendants of dragons and shapeshifting trickster fae—the dragae, they were called. The mortals who served them were referred to as drakes. 

			“Is something the matter?” Bragi asked politely. He wondered if this drake lived alone here after fleeing an unkind dragae master, a situation that brought many, many humans over the borders of the river Eventide. 

			“Yes,” she drawled. “You’re trespassing, and you look like the roguish type.” 

			She was a fiery drake, apparently. That made him grin. Oh, but he liked a girl with fire. Her mouth probably got her into all sorts of trouble up in the mountains. No wonder she was in hiding.

			He arched a brow at her. “Roguish?” 

			Balancing her basket against her hip, she waved a dismissive hand at him. “You know what I mean. A handsome fool who believes his good looks are payment enough for all of his mischief. One who thinks his smiles are a gift to all womankind.”

			His grin widened. He bowed playfully. “You’re welcome for that one.”

			A breathy chuckle broke through her firm lips. The lovely sound seemed to surprise her, even though it came out of her own throat. “I’m called Sora. And who are you? Or should I keep calling you rake?”

			“Bragi, at your service. But call me rake if you like. I admit it fits.”

			“Bragi . . .” she said slowly. He liked the way she pronounced his name in her hard accent, lengthening the sound of the “r”. “Why do you look like you rolled in the dirt, Bragi? It’ll be more difficult to trick skirts into your bed looking like that.”

			He coughed a laugh, then patted down his trousers, sending up a cloud of dust. He’d overdone it a bit with his disguise. “I was walking the woods. I’m a poet and musician, you see. I derive my lines from nature and from other beautiful things, such as yourself. Now I’m thirsty and far from the Eventide.”

			“You found your inspiration today by leaving the paths and bathing in the dirt like a sow? There’s an arm of the river just behind you there.”

			“Is there? Oh, but I’m sure to get lost. I’m not a clever poet,” he teased. Bragi ran a hand through his hair, drawing her eyes to it. “I don’t have to be. It’s like you said: I get what I want with my smile.”

			She snorted. “I bet you do.”

			“You have to admit it is rather impressive.” He showed off his teeth again. “I’m foolish enough to wander off in the middle of the day, and still the ladies throw their coins at me . . . amongst other things.”

			“I’ll admit nothing of the sort.” Another chuckle broke through. She swallowed it down, twisting her lips. “You reek of trouble. Be off with you. I haven’t time for wandering poets or scandalous rakes.” She turned for the door of her hut.

			He touched his throat and forced a cough, hoping this mortal held to tradition. It was terrible luck, according to humans, to turn away a stranger in need. “But I’m tired and parched and covered in filth.” All true statements. He’d been wandering the forest for what felt like ages.

			He slouched, wanting to appear shorter because, though she was tall, his height would dwarf her and possibly make her uneasy. With no shade, his sensitive eyes were beginning to burn. He fought against the urge to squint. His sleep spell would work best if he had her off her guard and out of the direct sunlight. He was nocturnal, but humans were not. He’d chosen to go on the hunt during the day when the mortals would be most active, and now he was regretting that choice.

			She peered at him, chewing on her cheek.

			“Have a heart,” he cooed. “Spare some water for a poor foolish minstrel. Let me sit a spell and enjoy your company. I mean you no harm. I swear in the name of all the divines—” He paused. Fae sang to the divines. Mortals swore their allegiance to their dead. “And in the name of my ancestors,” he added, hoping she didn’t think long on his slip. “I won’t hurt you.” 

			And that was the truth of it. He meant her no harm. His frey would take her freedom, but he’d treat her well, far better than the Unseelie. She’d no longer have to work so hard for food. She’d no longer have to live in a hut that looked like a strong wind might blow it over.

			“I’ll let you in.” Her clever eyes narrowed. “But I warn you now, minstrel: step inside my house and you won’t leave it again.”

			“I won’t wish to, you mean,” he guessed, keeping his tone light in the face of her sardonic stare. And what if he kept this lovely, fiery drake for himself? His frey would never have to know . . . He could find another less tempting woman later for his lord. “I won’t want to leave after enjoying your delightful company, I’m sure.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Spare me your sweet-hearting. I’m not going to lift my skirts for you, if that’s what you think. Not for all your smiles.” She turned and nudged the door open. It gave with a loud groan. Bright blue butterflies, as big as sparrows, ascended from the nearby fae flowers and flew in through the door. “Come into my house if you dare.” Then she stepped through the doorway and disappeared inside, boots thudding against wooden planks.

			Bragi moved to follow her, startled when a black cat sprang from the grass with an annoyed yowl and jetted past his legs, into the hut.

			“You have a pet,” Bragi said fondly. He liked cats. Pleased he had a new topic to discuss to warm the woman up, he climbed the crooked steps quickly and crossed the threshold. 

			Bragi gaped at the open living space before him. It was poorly lit, the windows drawn shut. Still, it looked much larger inside than it had appeared on the outside. Embers glowed and simmered in a massive hearth beside a plush chair and a stack of fine furs. The floors and walls were made of a rich dark wood, nothing at all like the dilapidated shack he’d found in the meadow. Two doors flanked the hearth, leading to the divines only knew where. From the outside, the tiny hut had seemed too small to have adjoining rooms.  

			The door slammed shut behind him as though it had been caught in a gale, despite there being no wind. He frowned over his shoulder. The door rattled in its frame as though it were having a fit. 

			Bragi’s talented tongue tied. He forgot briefly how to form words. The walls shuddered, and a hot dry breeze blew across the nape of his neck and made his skin prickle.

			“What in the name of the Moon Mother was that?” Bragi rubbed at his neck, scanning the room for the cause of the phantom wind. The windows remained shut. The fire offered the only light, flickering in response to the strange breeze.

			Sora took her time answering him, setting her basket of tomatoes down on a small counter, a space littered with jars and drying herbs beside a rounded table and chairs made of wax-wood. She examined him, not meeting his eyes, her hard gaze briefly sweeping down his body from neck to boots before they returned to her basket. “That’s just my home.” Her lips curled at the corners. “It’s breathing.”

			“Breathing?” 

			The cat leapt onto the table and hissed at him. Sleek black fur matched its obsidian eyes which glinted at him. That was no normal cat. Hot magic that smelled like smoldering brimstone filled Bragi’s nose and heated his lungs.

			He spun for the door, grabbed the knob, and fought to pry it open.

			The knob sharpened and grew teeth. He jerked his hand away before it could bite him.

			“Witch,” he spat, glaring at Sora and her damned familiar. “You’re no human!”

			“That’s rich, coming from you.” Her breathy laugh filled with cool disdain. “You’re no mortal either.” He saw them then, the short points of four small bone horns dotting her crown. The sharp edges of her ears peeked through her tresses. The shallow dragae horns had been hidden by the bonnet and her thick hair, but he could make out the tips of them now.

			“You’re a trickster,” he growled.

			“Ha! A trickster, yes—how dare I wear a hat outside to shield my eyes from the blazing sun,” she drawled, sarcasm dripping from her words. “Don’t waste your breath judging me. You call yourselves mages, but you and the Lunar Fae you serve are nothing but a court full of vile tricksters.”

			“You disguised yourself and your house. You—”

			“Admittedly, my house is a bit of a trickster, but you saw what you wanted to see. I simply let you in.” She turned back to her tomatoes, wiping them clean on her apron and removing the green stems. She dropped the scraps on the floor, and the floorboards parted, swallowing up the discarded bits.

			He tried the door again. It snapped at him, nearly catching his fingers.

			“Stop that,” she barked. You won’t be getting outside, and I don’t want your blood all over my floor. It’s as I warned you already, or weren’t you listening? Masha,” she said to the cat with a jut of her chin. “Rid him of that silly spell.” 

			The cat sprang at him, claws bared, the tang of brimstone heavy in his lungs. He closed his eyes and turned his head, protecting his face. The cat weighed three times what she looked like she would. The creature hit his chest, solid and heavy, knocking him into the doorframe. The sharp teeth of the knob bit at him, tearing his tunic. One lightning-fast swipe of the cat’s paw and the yowling familiar scratched jet nails down his cheek, drawing blood. 

			He felt the moon magic sapped from his body, leaving the thinnest hints of incense in the air. He reached a hand up and felt his antlers, three short prongs curved back, and then the points of his ears. 

			He squared his shoulders, but the witch’s eyes remained averted. A muscle in her cheek jumped. The cat jogged underneath the table, then hopped onto the counter near Sora’s elbow, its tail flicking side to side. It meowed at her.

			“No, Masha,” the witch said quietly, “it won’t do any good to tell him all that.”

			Bragi’s hands made fists. She’d called him a mage, but the truth was he had a very weak connection to the Divine Night, even in the dark. He wasn’t much of a mage at all. He could change little things about himself, cast small spells, but his talent was music, not magic. He wouldn’t be able to best her, but perhaps he could still talk his way out of this. 

			His lips parted.

			“Don’t bother,” Sora said. “As I warned you, now that you’ve entered my house, you’re not going anywhere.”

			Bragi worked his throat. “What is it you plan to do with me?”

			“You first.” A corner of her mouth tugged up. “What was it you planned to do with me?”

			Bragi straightened his shirt and brushed at his cheek. The blood there was already drying. “I saw the state of your shabby little home and wished to offer you a better life. I didn’t know it was a trickster house. I assumed you were a drake on the run, in need of protection.”

			The witch chuckled at that, but there was no humor in it. “A better life as a slave.”

			“As one of my frey’s brides.”

			“Witches know when they’re being told tales,” she said with a huff. “I’m not some foolish mortal new to the world around me. I know that all the stories of fae men stealing helpless girls and carrying them off into the night to make them rich brides are fanciful lies. Girls are either made slaves or—”

			“The fae value honesty and do not tell lies!” 

			“Tricks and half-truths are their native tongue,” she spat, jerking the stem off the next tomato with more force than necessary.

			“You would have been my frey’s new favorite,” Bragi growled, another half-truth. He intended to keep her for himself. It was unlikely he’d ever be able to share her with his lord. She was lovely in form and fiery in spirit . . . “Pretty woman like you, he would have showered you with treasures and fine clothes and company. You may not be a drake, but you clearly are on the run from something. He would have protected you.”

			Her teeth, sharper now than he’d noticed before, clicked together. “He’d make me a broodmare until he grew tired of me. Were I a weak mortal, you’d take me over your shoulder to your frey lord to warm his bed and make him more bastards, whether I agreed or not. That’s no life. That’s servitude dressed up in pretty trappings.” Her chin lifted, and her eyes ignited, a penetrating blue so dark it reminded him of the sky just before daybreak. “Well, that makes this sordid business a bit easier. At least you deserve what’s coming to you.” Then she ran a hand down her face like the business she spoke of was anything but easy, and his stomach dropped.

			Whatever she was going on about, it wasn’t pleasant, and he didn’t want to know what sorts of things witches found unpleasant.

			The cat stared at her mistress, tail swinging languidly. Bragi got the sense they were speaking to each other without words. Sora knew the stories about the Lunar fae. Unfortunately, he too knew stories about immortals made into witches by soul bonding to a familiar—another immortal with blood magic.

			He glanced at the blazing hearth and the large cast iron soup pot nearby. “Is it your intention to eat me?”

			The witch tossed her head back with a melodious laugh that lit up her face. “Divines, I’m tired. You’re exhausting,” she gasped, fighting for breath between bouts of mirth. 

			“You sleep in the middle of the day?”

			“I sleep when I must.” Sora rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Masha, I’m going to bed. Don’t let this fool bother me while I sleep, but maybe don’t let him die either, if it’s not too much trouble.” Then she fixed her gaze on him, pinning him in place. 

			The weight of that penetrating stare was almost too much, familiar when it shouldn’t have been. The dark depths hinted at her age, several centuries at least. Bragi had only seen two centuries. She’d be difficult to overpower in a fight since she was so much older than he was . . . and age strengthened an immortal’s magic.

			Sora stopped before the door on the right of the hearth, and Bragi felt a surge of guilt, like she’d heard his thoughts somehow. He didn’t like thinking about battling with her. He was a romantic, not a warrior.

			“Explore my house if you must,” she warned, “but know that most of the rooms you find here will try to kill you. If you survive the night, I’m sure to have things for you to do in the morning. You’ll do them, or I’ll give eating you a go.”

			The cat hissed.

			The witch rolled her eyes. “No, I’m not changing my mind,” she said to Masha through her teeth. “I just think we should explore all of our options first.”

			“Not changing your mind about what?” Bragi demanded.

			But Sora didn’t answer. The cat replied to her mistress with her cold, dark eyes, then Sora left through a door that creaked and groaned like a moaning ghost.

			Witches could not tell lies, the stories said. The magic in their blood intensified by their soul bond to their familiars wouldn’t let them. He didn’t know if any of those stories were true, however. Perhaps they could lie. Perhaps they didn’t lure unsuspecting victims into their homes to eat them.

			Making soups of men’s hearts in bone broth . . .

			Devouring children whole . . .

			He shivered.

			Bragi didn’t dare explore her house that evening, though he made several attempts to escape through the windows—vain attempts, all of them. He got nothing but wooden splinters in his fingers and scrapes on his palms. And when he tried the door again, it sprouted its teeth and snapped at him. For hours Masha watched from atop the table, entertainment gleaming in her obsidian eyes, her tail flicking casually from side to side. 

			He grabbed a tomato from the witch’s basket and threw it at her. She leapt nimbly out of the way with a yowl of contempt. A floorboard opened under the rolling fruit. The house chewed up the tomato loudly as the plank slid into place, raising the hairs on the back of Bragi’s neck.

			No other options before him, he settled himself by the hearth amongst the furs, nervous the floor might decide to eat him next. He continuously checked over his shoulder, hoping the familiar would close her eyes for the night. He was nocturnal and accustomed to being awake when the moon was out, so despite staying alert longer than normal, he was restless instead of sleepy. Aware and uneasy, his muscles tensed.

			Seated on the floor, he peered out through a slit in the window shutters, watching a full moon overtake a cloudless sky. He felt the connection to the Divine Night more strongly in his fingertips the higher it rose, a comfortable tingle under his nails and in his palms, but he didn’t dare try any spells. Not when the familiar was probably just as old and strong as the witch. His best chance for overpowering either of them with his weaker magic would be when they let their guard down to sleep.

			But the damned cat never took her glowing eyes off him.

			Hours later, he caught himself drifting. When he snapped awake, it wasn’t a cat on the table staring at him. A little dragon with black scales and a narrow diamond-shaped head perched there, wings and leathery tail tucked at her sides. Glassy jet eyes remained fixed on his face.

			The familiar was as much a trickster as her mistress and this blasted house. Stars above, he didn’t stand a chance against any of them.


		

	
		
			Sora

			Sora tried not to think about Bragi, but the infuriatingly handsome minstrel invaded her dreams that night.

			Bragi had the slow gait and easy smile of a man who never hurried. A beautiful fae with a glorious mane of ruddy hair and sleepy hazel bedroom eyes. Standing there in her meadow, he’d had the appearance of a lazy lion looking to sun himself. A man with the power of a predator who was too busy chasing pleasures to be a danger to anyone. 

			Her godsdamned mate.

			The divines had brought her a strange choice indeed. He was attractive enough, but she couldn’t imagine true-mating such a man—one who’d kidnap her from her own home as a gift to some frey. The dragae were not much better when it came to their treatment of mortals, but then she didn’t like her own kind either.

			There was strong bond potential between her and the scoundrel, Bragi, so he would simply have to do.

			But she didn’t want anyone to do. It wasn’t right, what she had planned. He’d intended to abduct her, but now she was behaving no better than him, taking advantage of a magically weaker, younger immortal. The witch and the scoundrel—they deserved each other. The notion made her grind her teeth.

			In the morning, Sora sighed long and slow as she readied herself, changing into a dress of rich velvet. She loved clothes, and although the style had changed over the centuries, she still preferred the long, fitted dresses of her youth, with sleeves that draped around her wrists and heavy cloth belts that cinched her waist and hung toward her feet. 

			She didn’t like thinking about her father—the dragon king—but as this was all his fault, he crowded into her mind, polluting it with his disdain for her and her poor little brother. At least she’d earned his disappointment and retribution. Her brother was innocent, and now he was trapped unfairly in her father’s hoard.

			Sora left her bedroom, slowly pushing open the door to the front room. Her mate was stretched out on the floor before the fire, under the furs. She stole a hopeful glance at Bragi’s back, watching the slow shift of the pelts as he breathed deep, his muscles expanding languorously. There lay her chance at freeing the young dragon who counted on her. She would have to be the villain, just like in the fairy stories about witches.

			You look like you’re having second thoughts, Masha said, sending her words through the link of their souls. She perched atop the table in her small dragon form. Her black scales made Sora think of her brother again, and her stomach pinched. Masha’s forked tongue flicked at her like a snake tasting the air. You’re not going to send this one away too, are you?

			Sora frowned. Fate had brought her other mates over the years. Immortals who were patient and who lived long enough could find many potential mates before they selected one and completed the bond. A true mate was forever. Each time, she’d intended to trade them to her father in exchange for her brother’s freedom—nothing was more valuable to a dragon than a mate—but each time she hadn’t had the heart. The first had been too kind and gentle to take advantage of, so she’d sent him away immediately. The second, a Lunar Fae woman, had a child at home waiting on her return. She wouldn’t deprive a child of their mother. She knew too well what that life was like . . .

			No, Sora said with her thoughts. I’m not changing my mind this time. 

			This scoundrel doesn’t deserve your pity. 

			He doesn’t have my pity, Sora thought. He came to kidnap me.

			Then why do you hesitate? 

			I’m just not in a hurry to see anyone else imprisoned by King Yaga, she insisted. To Bragi she said, “I know you aren’t actually sleeping.”

			Her mate remained still for a long moment. Then he stirred. “Good morning, you old lizard,” he said gruffly.

			Sora snorted. “I don’t care that you’re nocturnal. You’ll complete your tasks while I’m awake or I’ll—”

			“Eat me?” Bragi guessed.

			“Now you’ve got it,” she said, crossing to him. “You’re quicker than I gave you credit for.” His boots lay in a neat row beside his feet. She nudged them over with the tip of her slipper. “Ready yourself. You’ve got work to do.”

			“Are you going to feed me?” he grumbled. “Or am I to starve to death?”

			Sora pointed at the hearth. “Feed yourself, and me while you’re at it. Don’t you glare at me like that. Your frey would have done the same to me had you been successful.”

			Reluctantly, he pulled on his boots, then made them breakfast. Masha used her dragon breath to spark life into the fire. Bragi boiled broth to drink and fried kippers to go with their toast. Sora sat in her armchair and barked orders at him, threatening him with dire consequences if he burned her meal. He called her names—names that amused her, but she kept her enjoyment well-concealed under a cold demeanor.

			They ate in silence, her in her favorite chair, him seated on the floor. She left the cleanup to him while she set about making a loaf of bread for later in the day, working the dough at the table. Masha licked up patches of flour beside her.

			You can have a nap if you’d like, she told Masha. I’m sure you need one . . . Thank you for watching over him.

			Don’t keep this one, Masha repeated. Who knows how long it’ll take to wait for another.

			I’m not going to keep him!

			The dragon familiar stretched out her wings, stirring up the scent of brimstone. She glided from the table to the fireplace, and ignoring the flames, she flew up the chimney. Masha enjoyed sleeping in the soft thatch on the roof with the butterflies. 

			“When I finally best you,” Bragi warned, scraping breakfast remains into the fire, “you’re going to regret every command you tossed at me. I’ll make you clean my boots with your tongue. I’ll—”

			Her laughter cut him off. “An excellent idea. I’ve many, many shoes that could use your tongue’s attention.”

			“Hag,” he grumbled.

			“Fool,” she retorted.

			He hung the newly cleaned pan roughly beside the hearth. It clanged against the wall. “Wicked harpy.”

			She scoffed. “Sneak thief.”

			Bragi’s sleepy hazel eyes narrowed to slits. “The women who serve the fae do so because they want to . . . eventually. It’s hardly thieving, giving them what they want before they know they want it.”

			The snort she returned was full of so much disdain, he didn’t respond.

			Sora covered her ball of dough with loose cloth to allow it to rise. Then she moved to the counter behind her and tapped on the wall. A bowl full of water appeared in front of her. She washed her hands in it. 

			Bragi blinked at her, astonished. “Could you have summoned your breakfast that same way?”

			She grinned at him. “Yes. In my house, I can conjure a great many things.”

			His scowl was delightful. But it hardened his strong jaw and made her stomach flutter in a manner she did not care for. Swallowing hard, she dried her hands briskly and crossed the room to the door on the right, the one she’d entered through that morning.

			“Come along,” she commanded, crooking a finger at him.

			Bragi glanced at the opposite door, reluctantly coming to join her. “What’s through there?”

			“Nothing you want.”

			“I’d like to know.”

			Sora grumbled at his insistence. “Death and destruction for any who enter. That’s what’s through there.” Distracted, she pulled open her door too hastily, revealing a windowless stone room and a pile of treasures stacked to the ceiling. Gold, jewels, chests, gems, rare weapons . . .

			“Stars and moon,” Bragi cursed. His eyes rounded. “Is that where you sleep?”

			Sora closed the door with a snap. “You mean like a dragon in a fairy story? Possessively stretched out across my treasure?” Her laugh was bitter. That treasure was meant for only one dragon. Not her.

			“Like a spoiled old lizard, yes,” Bragi said, scratching carelessly at his vibrant hair. 

			“No,” she said through her teeth. “That’s not where I sleep.” She twisted the knob twice until it clicked like the inner workings of a clock, and then she reopened the door. The stone room was gone. A corridor stretched before them as far as the eye could see, flanked by countless wooden doors on either side. The floors were made of glossy hardwood and painted in dark barbaric swirls. The ceiling was arched and echoed every sound, including their quiet footfalls.

			“What’s this place?” Bragi asked. Beside each door hung a dark lantern. Only a few of the lanterns were lit. The flames burned black: dragon fire.

			“These are the hoards of my ancestors,” Sora said briskly. She stopped in front of a door with an unlit lantern, stopped so suddenly her mate bumped into the back of her. A crackle of connection zinged through her, stealing her breath. When she collected herself, she squinted at him over her shoulder. His red brows were drawn together, his lips parted in surprise. 

			Had he felt that as strongly as she had? She wasn’t sure. As of yet, he hadn’t seemed fully aware of their mate connection. She was glad for that. It simplified things. 

			Sora swallowed, but her voice still came out strained. “We’ll start with this hoard today. When we enter the hoard of a deceased dragon, we don’t have to make a trade to take what we want.”

			He shook his head like he was trying to gather his wits. “Hoard? What are you talking about?”

			“Dragons don’t keep their treasures in some mountain cave like your fairy stories suggest. We keep them in magical places within us. Our hoards are connected to those we are related to by blood magic.” Sora tried the door, shaking the knob. It was a stubborn one, but she was stronger. She forced it open with a grunt of effort.

			“We’re inside a dragon hoard right now . . .” he thought aloud. “Your hut—”

			“Is my hoard,” she finished for him. Soft light illuminated what appeared to be a meadow, but Sora knew better. They were not outside amongst nature. They were surrounded by magic and the essence of her relative. This was the hoard of one of her deceased ancestors. And now that the dragon was dead and gone, his hoard was ripe for the taking. The thief need only be strong enough to open the door.

			Sora was always strong enough.

			“Then when I’m standing inside your house,” Bragi said, wonder in his voice, “I’m actually standing inside—”

			“Inside of me,” Sora said.

			“How strange,” Bragi whispered. “When I stepped inside yesterday, you really did eat me . . .”

			Sora paused, a wrinkle in the center of her brow. “Huh. I never thought of it that way, but in a manner, I suppose I did. Come along now.”

			She led the way deeper into the meadow, heading for the line of trees with branches that draped like a weeping willow. The grass that wasn’t grass shifted lazily in a cool breeze that wasn’t a breeze. The trees in the distance glittered. She turned towards them.

			“Are those . . . stars?” Bragi asked, astonished.

			Diamonds hung from the ends of the draping branches like little drops of dew, but Sora already had so many diamonds. She needed something else, something even more precious and unique. Something her father would consider worth trading for a son . . .

			“I don’t need diamonds,” she told him. “But I do need treasure. The best of it. You’re going to help me find it or—”

			“Don’t threaten to eat me.” Bragi crossed his arms over his lean chest and stood with his feet stubbornly planted. “It’s lost all meaning now.”

			“What I was going to say is, if you ever want to see the outside of my hoard again, you’ll help me find treasure worthy of a dragon king.”

			His arms dropped to his sides. He considered her, head at a tilt. “You’ll free me if I help you gather treasure?”

			“Worthy treasure,” she emphasized. “Because if it’s not good enough . . .” She worked her throat and her lashes lowered. “I’m going to give him you instead.” Nothing was of more value to a dragon than a mate. She’d trade hers to free her brother if it came to that. 

			She’d become the villain.

			He looked down at her, eyes no longer sleepy. He was every bit the threatening, alert lion now, ready to fight. “What would King Yaga want with some fae minstrel?”

			“Dragons want what others have. They want what matters most to them. Rest assured, he’ll take you,” she said, her tone full of some emotion she hadn’t meant to share. Something vulnerable and raw. Her eyes dipped, studying the toes of her slippers that peeped out from under her dress.

			He caught her chin and lifted it. Another bolt of connection shot between them. Butterflies flittered in her stomach, and the scent of moon magic filled her nose. His nails elongated at her throat, sharp as dagger blades. “What aren’t you telling me, witch?”

			His eyes held her captive, stern icy pools with flecks of green and brown. She swallowed against the pressure at her throat, and his gaze softened, uncertainty creeping in and putting a line between his brows.

			“You won’t hurt me,” she said with quiet certainty.

			“You can’t know that . . .” The wrinkle between his brows deepened further. “Why won’t I?” The hand that gripped her began to tremble subtly. “What’d you do to me?”

			“Nothing.” Her voice broke. She could read people well, and she was quite certain Bragi wasn’t capable of hurting anyone, mate or not. Unfortunately for him, she was quite capable of hurting others.

			She’d hurt an entire kingdom before—her own. What was one more man? 

			He moved in, pressing his body flush with hers. She had to lift her chin to hold his eyes. His breath blew across her face, pleasantly hot. Her lips opened around a shallow gasp. Dragae skin was unnaturally warm. His touch in comparison was soothingly cool. She leaned into it, felt the prick of his sharpened nails, and her pulse pounded between her legs. 

			His fingers flexed, scratching delicately at her flesh, promising to handle her roughly. Gods, she wanted that, to be handled so crudely and bedded so thoroughly she forgot everything else. 

			“Since I arrived here,” he said, “it’s felt like you were ready for me. Like you expected me to come . . . like you know me.”

			“I’ve always expected someone, but it doesn’t matter,” she said. “You have no choice here and neither do I. Help me gather treasures fit for the king or become his.”

			His breath was scented with the honey he’d put in the tea they’d shared that morning. “These hoards are vast. We could spend an eternity searching all of those rooms . . .”

			“They are, so if you’re in a hurry to be freed, I don’t suggest you tarry.”

			Bragi released her brusquely. At the loss of their connection, her shoulders sagged. Hang it all, he was intoxicating. Any minute now, she might trigger the blooming bond instincts in them both. Their attraction would intensify, he’d be even more suspicious, and everything would be overly complicated. She rubbed at her neck where a phantom of his cool touch burned.

			Deep in her stomach, something hardened. She wished he recognized her as mate. No you don’t! she scolded herself, digging her nails into her palms. 

			She hadn’t realized he’d wandered ahead of her, following a path lined with drooping trees glittering with diamonds. There, the trees that weren’t trees parted, revealing a fence made of heavy iron. Centered behind the bars, something glowed like starlight. She jogged to catch up to him.

			As they drew in closer, she realized the iron bars weren’t to a gate as she’d thought originally. It was a cage, and the starlight shimmered and shifted.

			“Phantoms,” Sora said, mesmerized by their shadowy, ethereal movements.

			They kept back from the bars several yards. Iron could burn immortals like hellfire and was poisonous to them. 

			Bragi pointed toward the center of the cage, amongst the spirits. “There’s your valuable thing.”

			Sora gasped. It was a fairy child, a tiny figure with gossamer wings that flapped with the speed of a hummingbird. The child had black skin like the Divine Night herself and overly large luminescent eyes. She was so small she’d fit comfortably in one of Bragi’s large palms. Dressed in leather and flower petals, the fairy babbled to herself in some strange language. 

			Bragi clapped his hands, trying to get the fairy’s attention. He whistled to her.

			A fairy child was undeniably rare and quite powerful. Surely her father would at least consider sparing her brother for such a precious immortal. 

			The fairy did not heed Bragi’s call, but the ghosts came swiftly, pressing their ethereal faces as close to the iron as they’d dare, their transparent arms outstretched.

			“We can’t get at her,” Sora warned. “The ghosts would whisper madness in our ears, then rip us apart. Come on.” She tugged on his arm when he hesitated, unable to ignore how well formed he was under her touch. 

			What was a minstrel doing being built like a farmhand? She’d pictured him sitting at a table writing lyrics all day. His body should have been soft. Instead, his arm was thick, threaded with lean muscles he had no business having.

			“We’ll cover more ground if we split up,” Bragi said.

			Her heart squeezed. Of course he wanted away from her. She was his jailer. That shouldn’t offend her. The hints of their bond pinched her heart anyway. “Fine,” she groused. “I’m heading back to my hoard in two hours. One should never linger long in a hoard they don’t belong in. Meet me at the door, or I’ll leave you here.”

			“Fine.” He spun on his heels and marched off, back in the direction of the glittering trees.


		

	
		
			Bragi

			Over the next week, Bragi developed a routine with the witch and her familiar. Every morning, he cooked them breakfast, exchanging insults with Sora. Then Masha would fly up the chimney to rest after standing vigil over him all night. Bragi assumed at first that this was to prevent him from escaping, but many strange noises emanated from the door they never used. He sensed Masha wasn’t only there to watch him. 

			Some nights, something or someone knocked and scratched at the other side.

			After clearing breakfast, Bragi would spend hours hunting through hoards for treasures. Most of what he brought to Sora she deemed not good enough. Occasionally he found something worthy of adding to the stone room, atop the massive pile of other goods.

			At the end of the week, he found some rare gemstones and an old violin. She pocketed the gemstones but turned her nose up at the violin and the weathered case he carried it in. 

			Seated in her chair by the hearth, Sora flicked her wrist at his offering. “Garbage.” 

			“It’s not garbage,” Bragi insisted. He made himself comfortable on the furs in front of her seat and opened the case, then he lifted free the sleek instrument. “If I had a hoard, mine would be filled with these.”

			Sora peered at the splintered wood in the neck and arched a flaxen brow.

			“It’s a little worn. It’s not as good as something crafted by Master Midnight himself, I’ll give you that, but it’s not garbage. I’ll prove it.” Bragi took his time tuning the instrument. Occasionally he caught Sora studying him, watching his fingers working the strings. When they softened like that, he liked having her eyes on him. 

			She realized he’d spotted her, and she looked away briskly, her cheeks turning a pretty pink. His mocking laugh had her fuming in her chair, her jaw set. Her irritation was an absolute delight.

			He began to play, working the bow over the strings, and her aggravation melted away. Sometimes he almost admired her for her sharp edges. Sora was many things: irritating, arrogant, but she was also quick-witted and a survivor. It was hard not to appreciate anyone who’d survived a harsh life in the mountains.

			Her stiff shoulders loosened. Her eyes went dreamy. The melody was a somber one, a dragon song about a civil war fought long ago, led by the ancient dragon the Unseelie in the south called Grandmother Mountain. The walls vibrated with the haunting music. 

			When he looked up next, he paused his playing. Sora’s dark blue eyes were watery. “Are you crying?” 

			“No,” she choked, swatting a tear off her cheek. “Don’t stop.”

			Bragi’s heart twitched at the evidence of her sadness. He’d always been a sap for tears. It took great effort not to attempt to comfort her. 

			A scratching came at the door they never opened, startling him. He listened for a moment, then continued his playing. A commotion in the chimney stirred up a cloud of soot. Masha zoomed out of the hearth, the beat of her wings stirring the low embers into a small blaze.

			The scratching behind the door became a knocking. Masha flew to the door, gripped the knob in her claws and opened it. 

			Bragi continued the piece, canting his head so he could peek around the familiar. The hoard beyond was a dark oasis, sandy floors and starry skies, swooping palm branches edged in red dunes. Seated on the threshold was a tiny dragon no bigger than a puppy.

			“Please don’t stop playing,” Sora choked. “Music is very special to my kind. My brother and I like this song.”

			Brother? Bragi studied the little dragon who sat back on his haunches, black wings beating the air encouragingly. Bragi’s bow stuttered over the strings, but he righted it and began anew.

			After a crescendo of his own making, he lowered the instrument. The little dragon cawed at him excitedly, the sound similar to the squawk of a great bird. He seemed to want to come inside but . . . couldn’t.

			The quiet grew loud. 

			“Well?” he pressed.

			Sora’s throat bobbed. “Well . . . I suppose that instrument isn’t garbage,” she relented. “King Yaga won’t want it, though. You . . . you should keep it.”

			He grinned at her, pretending not to notice when she swiped another stray tear from her cheek. The strength of her emotions made him curious, as did the tiny dragon she’d called brother, but he wouldn’t press her. That never got him anywhere with the stony woman. 

			And he shouldn’t be worried about her, he reminded himself. She was his abductor, after all. 

			“I miss them,” she said suddenly. Her hands rested on her knees, wrinkling the fabric of her dress. “Other dragons, I mean. The heat of them. Their quick laughter. The food. The stories. The music. Masha is a dragon, but after I shared a piece of my soul with her and became a witch, it just wasn’t quite the same . . . and my brother . . . well, look at him. He is not what he once was, a majestic and powerful Duke of Mount Rasika. He’s a cursed little runt, imprisoned in that vile hoard.”

			“Can you never go back to the mountains?” he asked. Pity churned in his gut at her crestfallen expression. The sadness in her eyes pierced straight through his heart.

			She glanced at the door, and at her brother who nipped playfully at Masha. “Never.”

			“Because of the dragon king?” he guessed.

			Sora nodded. “My father.”

			He was not surprised that she was dragon royalty. Her clothing and the treasures he’d seen—it all reeked of nobility. King Yaga was a notoriously cruel and greedy ruler. It was hard to imagine growing up with that figure of fear as a father. His parents had been painfully boring, but at least they’d been kind. It made him sad for her. She kept him here against his will, so perhaps she didn’t deserve his pity.

			She had it all the same. 

			
***

			


			A month slid by. More hoards. More treasure. More bickering matches with Sora.

			“Hag,” he called her as a casual greeting. “Lizard,” he threw at her when she annoyed him with her bossiness. “Princess Lizard,” he reserved for the moments when he wanted to pick more deeply under her skin. 

			Four separate times, she’d gifted him with clothing to change into, clothing she’d mended herself.

			“Thank you, princess lizard,” he’d told her after she handed over the last set of garments.

			“Don’t thank me,” she’d grumbled at him. “It’s only to keep you from smelling up my hoard, is all.”

			But the clothing was made of fine linen, and she’d measured him so that it fit him perfectly. She hadn’t needed to do any of that. Her kindness created a strange pressure in his chest.

			That evening, they argued over the value of a rusted tiara and a collection of baubles he’d found. Their bickering had chased away that strange feeling in his chest completely. 

			“It isn’t good enough,” she insisted. “Yaga won’t accept them in trade.”

			“Trade for your brother?” he guessed.

			Her sharp teeth snapped together. “My brother is no concern of yours.”

			“If you’re going to hold me here against my will, at least—”

			“No!” she growled. “And stop trying to make me feel bad about that. It won’t work. You tried to abduct me first, you great hypocrite.”

			“I did,” he said, his voice a threatening purr, “but at least I would have done you the courtesy of trying to seduce you by now! I only get attention from you when you’re shouting at me!”

			His roguish words had the effect he’d been craving. Sora turned to face the fire, sucking in her cheeks, failing to hide the fierce blush that colored her skin. Her lip caught between her teeth. He’d never seen her look so bashful. It was endearing, in a way.

			As an added bonus, she wasn’t snapping at him anymore . . . or was it really a bonus? Because now he was bored.

			Busying himself, he opened the violin case he kept by the furs which served as his bed and played for her, another dragon song. The song summoned Masha, who once more opened the door so the little dragon could listen. His music had drawn the dragon out of the dark oasis hoard, back to the threshold he could not cross. After the first play-through, the song soothed the little creature to sleep. Masha joined him in the hoard, cuddled up beside him in the sand.

			Apparently, Masha could come and go as she pleased, but the little one remained trapped on the other side. By the time Bragi finished playing the song a second time, Masha was snoring.

			“Why do you play for us?” Sora asked him after he finished. “If you’re trying to make me do what you want by being pleasant, it won’t work. Surely by now you know you can’t change my mind. You’re stuck here.”

			He kept his eyes on the case as he put the instrument away. “I’m a musician. Music is meant to be enjoyed. Who else am I going to perform for?” He looked up then, catching the flicker of earnest interest moments before she snuffed it out, plastering on a cold expression. “And I’m bored,” he admitted.

			She shifted in her seat, crossing one leg over the other under her skirts. He caught a flash of milky skin, and something in his chest went tight. 

			“What is it?” she asked, straightening her dress.

			Was she truly that naïve, or did she really not know what it was he’d been staring at? “Am I any closer to earning my freedom? You’ve stocked away plenty of treasures by now, surely.”

			Her lips pressed together so hard they paled. “No.”

			“Divine’s blood,” Bragi cursed. “How could I not be any damn closer?”

			“Had you carried me off over your shoulder when we met, would I now be any closer to earning my freedom?”

			Bragi slumped forward, arms clutched around his middle. “Of course not,” he grumbled. “But that’s not the same.”

			“Ha. Yes, it is.”

			“Is not,” he retorted. “All that soft skin of yours . . . I’d be a fool to let you go, even if you are a giant pain in my ass.”

			Sora glanced down at the backs of her hands like she’d never noticed her own flesh before. He smirked, watching her brow furrow. She lifted her hand up closer to her face for examination, her cheeks turning ruddy.

			“I was never going to be able to give you to my frey,” he growled.

			Sora bristled at that, straightening against the back her chair. Her gaze shifted toward the candles on the mantle, then her eyes flickered back to him like they were drawn there, forcefully yanked back to him. “You weren’t going to give me to your lord?”

			“No.” Divines, she was a sight in the candlelight. Pale as the moon with curves he wanted to fill his hands up with. Long legs he needed to uncross and wrap around his waist or hoist over his shoulders or . . . “I wasn’t going to be able to resist trying to seduce you so I could keep you for myself.”

			“Is that supposed to make taking me from my home better?”

			“No,” he confessed, the word ripped from him, his heart impaled by a lance of guilt. Faces of the women forced into his frey’s servitude zipped through his mind. Women whom he’d never lifted a finger to help. “But it’s the truth of the matter all the same.”

			Sora scoffed. Then she licked her lips, and he tracked the movement. A dull ache building in his muscles tugged him back to himself. He shook his head to clear it. Bragi’s lack of freedom continued to wear on him. He felt his body’s response to his cage in the strange aches and pains that were foreign to him. His body wasn’t used to so much hiking and scouring and scrounging. He spent so little time creating and making music, he was restless. He struggled to sleep when the moon was high and frequently had headaches, though he mostly resigned himself to the idea that he was a captive for now and there was little he could do about it.

			He tried not to think of the many mortal women who lived with his frey. Did they feel the same way he did now? Was what he saw as contentment in them actually just resignation in the face of what they’d grown to see as inevitable? Gods, of course that’s what it was.

			He was powerless here, and it was suffocating. Surely they too felt powerless.

			Sora swiftly changed the subject, gaze sweeping toward the old violin. “How many instruments can you play?”

			“All of them,” he said smugly.

			She rolled her eyes. A gesture that made him want to shake her and . . . do other unspeakable things to her with her skirts thrown over her head. “Now you’re just showing off.”

			“Impressed? I’m immortal,” Bragi added. “Why not learn all the instruments? It’s not like I don’t have the time. But the violin is my favorite.”

			“True.” She chewed at her cheek, considering him. Then she sat up straight, tense and regal, a hardened princess on her billowy throne. “I’ll take the tiara and the other baubles,” she said, motioning at the treasures.

			“Oh?” The unexpected peace offering caught him off guard.

			“You spent a long time searching for them. I’ll take them.” Sitting on the edge of her chair, she reached for the treasures.

			He fished the delicate pieces of metal off the furs where he’d set them out earlier—offerings she’d scorned. Items he had indeed worked hard scavenging for. Hoards were full of valuables, but it was getting more and more difficult to find unique items she didn’t already have.

			She took them in her arms, then shuffled to her door. Bragi eyed the cold hearth. He’d had another reason for being so insistent that she take his treasures, and it had nothing to do with her wish to appease the dragon king. Sora and her familiar functioned on a schedule, one he planned to take advantage of, and quickly.

			Masha was still asleep. Sora only ever left him unsupervised for the briefest moment when she went to add her treasures to the pile in the windowless, stone room.

			Bragi waited until the door clicked shut behind her before he surged to his feet. He angled his fingers together, making the four-pointed star. Anxiety had his pulse pounding in his throat. He wasn’t much of a mage, certainly no able trickster capable of changing his entire form magically. Were he that capable, he’d have turned himself into a nocturnal beast, like a bat, and flown up the chimney long ago—but he had hope that he could shift enough parts of himself to make his escape.

			The scent of moon magic wafted into his nostrils as he magicked away his horns. “Shrink,” he whispered, urging the spell to work swiftly.

			He felt his body tightening. His clothing hung more loosely off his frame. He raced for the hearth, snaking inside the fireplace. Digging into the red brick, he found grooves for his fingers and began to crawl his way up the chimney. 

			It narrowed the higher he rose.

			“Shrink,” he begged his body, his cheek pressed to the bricks. His breath stirred soot into his face, and he choked. He climbed higher until he was engulfed by darkness and then . . . “Gods damnit,” he cursed. His shoulders were stuck. He wriggled and writhed against the chimney, wedging himself further. 

			The door opened, moaning like a ghost. Then came the muffled sounds of curious footsteps. He couldn’t climb any higher. The space was too narrow and narrowing further with a low vibration, like the house knew what he was up to and didn’t like it. Legs trembling, he stretched and kicked, trying to find new footing. The chimney tightened further, squeezing him on all sides.

			Fuck. He was thoroughly stuck. His legs dangled below him in defeat.

			There was movement at the mouth of the fireplace. The sound of Sora’s uproarious laughter rumbled through the bricks of the chimney. 

			“Are you going to help me or not!” he barked down.

			A heavy thud against the floorboards reached his ears. He fell silent to listen. Then he growled, certain that Sora was quite literally rolling on the floor, enjoying herself at his expense, peals of mirth rocking the house.

			“Fucking lizard,” he grumbled. 

			Still sniggering, she gripped him by the ankles and yanked. His descent scraped up his hips and arms and the left side of his cheek. He rolled across the coals of the cold fireplace, covering himself in filth.

			Sora took one look at his soot-stained form and her hysteria reignited. 

			Stars above, he hated to admit it, but she was compelling when she laughed. The sound was husky and low, her pale cheeks coloring, adding a touch of strawberry to all her cream. Her hiccups were as cheerful as they were silly. Sora clutched at her heart, her breasts bouncing gently in her low-cut bodice. “You are . . .” she gasped, “the stupidest man . . .” The dark depths of her eyes glistened with joyful tears. 

			“Shut up, will you,” he said, voice wobbling, lips quirking. Her merriment was starting to seep under his skin, making him equal parts furious, amused, and touch-starved. “You’d have done the same if you were me.”

			She shook her head. “I’d have fought my captor long ago,” she said, swallowing hiccups. “To the death, if I had to. I’d never settle in as a prisoner as you have. Even a temporary one.”

			He narrowed his eyes. “That’s not a terrible idea.”

			Sora waved him off. “You won’t.”

			Bragi surged toward her and grabbed her arm, covering her velvet sleeve in soot. Chin high, she met his glower with defiance.

			“Why won’t I?” he demanded. Something tight in his chest softened at the longing in her glare. Her lungs hitched, and his stomach went molten, a connection curling and unfurling between them. His breaths came quicker, matching her own. Her eyes dilated. “Why can’t I stop looking at you?” he said through gritted teeth.

			She worked her throat, and he watched the movement of the slender muscles, mesmerized. “Let me go.” Her voice broke. 

			Bragi spied the various jars and herbs on the counter behind her. He dropped her arm and shouldered by her to get at them. “You’ve poisoned me somehow.”

			“I’ve done no such thing,” she said with a snort.

			Bragi reached the counter, grabbing up fistfuls of the little jars, bringing them closer for inspection. “These are full of foul witch magic, aren’t they? A love potion to make me docile—a lust potion to haunt my dreams, keep me compliant so I’ll slave for you with little complaint!”

			“Little complaint? Ha! Gods above, you never stop complaining, and there’s no such thing as love or lust potions,” Sora groaned. “That’s fairy story nonsense!”

			He shook a jar at her. Though it appeared to be full of fragrant tea leaves, he was certain it must be defiled by foul witchcraft. She’d made that tea for them this morning, and he’d had trouble not noticing her form all day long. He’d studied the shape of her in his peripheral, certain she wasn’t wearing a single thing under that fitted dress. No corset or stays. 

			Yes, he’d always found her attractive, but it had been worse today. An irritating itch under his skin he couldn’t scratch. Constantly he found his eyes drifting toward her, and his thoughts wandered away from him. And her laughter! Why was sharp, sardonic laughter like music to him?

			He wanted to know what she looked like under all that velvet, what the rest of her pale skin would be like glowing in the gentle candlelight, laid out before him like an unwrapped gift. He wanted to explore her, run his hands over every infuriating inch.

			“For the gods’ sakes, those are just tea leaves.” Her laughter was breathy. “On my life, I’ve cast no spells on you, imaginary ones or otherwise.”

			He threw the jar into the fireplace. It burst into shards with a loud crack. Sora jumped, startled.

			“Well now look what you’ve done,” she groused. “We both like black tea and you’ve ruined the best of it. The leaves my house will conjure won’t taste nearly as good as the real thing.” She stuck her nose up at him.

			He prowled toward her. “Don’t you dare roll your eyes at me, witch.”

			“I grow tired of this tantrum,” she said, straightening to appear threatening, but her voice cracked with poorly restrained mockery. Her dark eyes glittered at him—too becoming. Too piercing. His captor. His enemy. His . . .

			His mate. It hit him like a brick in the face.

			“Fuck,” he hissed. “You’re my mate.” And I’m an idiot. 

			Sora casually flicked her wrist at him, but he caught the glint in her eyes at his declaration, the quirk in her lips that suggested she felt anything but casual about his revelation. “One of many, many possible mates. Just a compatible soul finding another in a sea of other possible matches. It’s nothing worth making a big fuss about.”

			His nostrils flared and his chest puffed. “I’ve never come across one before.” It was difficult to make sense of. His body, a thing that had always felt entirely his own, was coursing with needs and instincts that felt like a separate living creature. The bond beat beside his heart, igniting his desire to close the distance between them.

			He ate up the gap that separated them with marauding strides. When he reached her, he found himself wrenching her into his body, surprised and pleased and flustered when she didn’t put up a fight at all. All of her soft edges fitted sweetly against him. That wasn’t what he’d planned. He’d wanted to take her in hand, to threaten her, to frighten her, to finally claim his freedom from this damn trickster house. Instead, there he was, more her captive than ever before. 

			“Don’t you dare laugh at me again,” he warned.

			She let loose another breathy chuckle that went straight to his cock. He shook her until she stopped, biting her lip, peering up at him with deceptively innocent indigo eyes. 

			“Do that again, and I’ll make you stop.” His grip on her arms tightened. 

			Sora planted her hands on his chest and dug her nails in, pinpricks that made him suck air through his teeth, and his cock jerked against the fall front of his trousers. 

			“You think you’re some hard scoundrel, don’t you? You think you can scare me,” she breathed, “but you can’t make me do a damn thing. I don’t care how compatible your soul is with mine. You aren’t my first mate.” Her gaze bounced from his face to his hands, and her lip curled, unimpressed. “You’re too accustomed to vulnerable mortal women with weak wills and soft bodies. You wouldn’t know what to do with a woman like me, someone harder than you are.”

			The challenge in her words was as unmistakable as the dare in her eyes. He released one of her arms, lacing his fingers around her throat. “I could be just as hard as you crave.”

			What was he saying? Gods help him, bond lust had him firmly, body and soul. 

			Her lashes lowered to his mouth. Her pink tongue darted out, wetting her lips. He tucked her in closer, pillowing her chest against his abdomen. Damn her and her soft breasts. Stars, he might hate this woman just as much as he wanted her. His thumb trailed a path across her jaw, then down her throat. Her chin lifted and her nipples pebbled through the velvet bodice. His fingers slid lower, stopping just above one pert nipple. He circled it.

			“You really are a fool,” she panted.

			“Perhaps, but you’re just as mad as I am. . .” He searched her hooded gaze. “Just as big a fool.” She’d egged him on. She wanted to pretend she wasn’t as affected, wasn’t as lost in the bond as him, but he could see it—could feel it frenzying through them both. She may have found other mates in her long lifetime, but she’d never convince him that any of them had pulled at her just as intensely.

			If they had, she’d never have let them go.

			Her cheeks were petal pink, a blush that bloomed and gave new life to her features. Her skin, always dragae-warm, went molten under his touch. He wanted to bite her smart mouth and bury himself in all of her fire. He was so aroused it made him angry. His head swam and his cock throbbed. 

			“Had things gone as I planned,” he said through his teeth, “I’d have had no problems seducing you—don’t even try to deny it,” he added when she opened her mouth to protest. He rubbed his thumb roughly across her full bottom lip, the one he wanted between his teeth.

			And then his stomach clenched, because he knew what it was now to be taken, to have his freedom stripped, to be kept from his home.

			To be powerless. 

			Regret clawed at him.

			“Why would I want some soft minstrel in my bed?” Another sharp dare from her barbed tongue. 

			She was right. He’d only known the gentle touch of mortals. But Gods above, he liked the sound of being between the thighs of a hard witch with rough edges he might smooth away with his touch.

			Bragi released her throat to fist his fingers in her hair, jerking her head back. “I’m not going to take you in a bed.” 

			He grinned when she winced and a little moan broke through her pursed lips. Stars above, she liked that too much. Her body was begging him to treat her roughly. She pressed her hips to his, grinding against his growing erection. The fullness between his legs had reached a peak. He ached for the heat he could feel at the crest of her thighs.

			He planned to take that heat. Claim it and tame the woman who made him so angry he couldn’t see straight, bury himself until the regret pounding in his ears quieted. Bragi spun her around and pulled her into his body. He rubbed the curve of her ass against the bulge in his trousers, tipping her toward the front of a chair. She grasped the arm of the seat to keep upright.

			“This doesn’t mean anything,” she warned, breathless and needy, fingers digging into the upholstery. Her voice was one note above a whimper. “I’m not going to let you go just because you fucked me. Even if you manage not to make a hash of it . . . I can’t . . .”

			Bragi raked up the sides of her dress, revealing creamy skin, and confirmed his suspicions. She wasn’t wearing a damn thing underneath. “Dirty girl,” he teased. “I never planned to let you get away from me either, so we’ll call it even for now.”

			Another moan slipped through, this one louder, precious music to his ears. He palmed the curves of her ass, then kneaded them.

			A tremor went through her, and something shifted in the bond. Her body tensed under his fingers, and he hesitated.

			“Sora?”

			She released a raspy exhale. “Stop,” she whispered. “Please stop . . .”

			He dropped his hands to his sides. Her next inhale left her shaking, and he stepped back. She righted herself and brushed her skirts into place, covering her flesh—a tragedy. Slowly, she turned to face him, wringing her hands in front of her. 

			Time lagged around them in a silence that roared in Bragi’s ears, like a caesura that’s gone on too long. The drumbeat of his heart thumped beside their blooming bond. Instinct demanded that he reach for her, comfort her, but he stood there, frozen, uncertain. 

			He was no longer sure of who he was or what she meant to him. Mating was sacred to the fae. But Sora was unyielding, bossy, and infuriating—and beautiful and clever and strong. He enjoyed her whip-like retorts, the way she saw him for exactly who he was and called him out on it fearlessly. She’d survived a life with the great dragon Yaga for a father. She’d stood up to him, and now she and her brother suffered for it. She’d stolen Bragi’s freedom, but he was starting to understand why.

			He didn’t want to admit even to himself that he admired her.

			“Goodnight,” she said in a quiet voice that was not at all like her. Her arms trembled at her sides, and his guilt doubled. With a quick dip of her chin, she spun on her heels and raced for her door.

			“Did I hurt you?” he asked, and her slippers caught on the floorboards.

			Hanging her head, she spoke to the ground. “No . . . And if you had, I would have liked it, so you’ve nothing to worry about.”

			“Then why are you leaving?” 

			Without giving him an answer, Sora opened the door and slipped inside. Bragi’s nostrils flared. He wanted to shove his face into the furs on the floor and scream, this woman was so unbelievably frustrating.

			Gods, and he’d almost fucked his captor.

			No, scarier still, he’d nearly claimed his mate.

			
***

			


			When Bragi awoke the next morning, groggy because the sun was high and his body still struggled in the daylight, he found Sora standing inside the doorway beside the hearth that led to the oasis hoard, her slippers hidden beneath the sand. She fed the little dragon she called brother, murmuring gently to him in the mountain tongue. The dragon rubbed its diamond-shaped head against her knee, cooing.

			Bragi slid into his boots and rose to his feet, ready to make breakfast as he had for weeks now . . . but breakfast had already been prepared. The table was set with ceramic bowls full of fruit and cheeses, boiled eggs, thick cuts of bacon, fresh baked bread, and steaming coffee. 

			Mouth watering, he helped himself to the feast. Masha watched him from her perch on the edge of the counter.

			Sora came in from the hoard beside the hearth, closing the door behind her. Briefly their eyes met. Hers were stormy. His heart stuttered in his chest, but he said nothing. His poet’s tongue was frozen once again. He lamented the loss of his words.

			Sora marched for the opposing door, turned it until it clicked twice, and opened it to the corridor of her ancestral hoards. Sucking in a deep breath, she disappeared inside. 

			Masha squawked at him, scaled wings flapping sharply.

			“What was that about?” he asked.

			Behind him, the front door to the hut opened.

			Blinding sunlight ignited the threshold. The wood glowed. Bragi stared at his freedom, hand poised over a chunk of bread. Masha crowed at him, but he ignored her. Whatever had happened yesterday, Sora appeared to be giving up on him now. Was she trying to get rid of him?

			And why did that bother him so damn much? The mate bond pinched in his chest, a sensation he rubbed at to soothe. 

			Instead of leaving, he sat down at the wax-wood table and took his time eating, ignoring the indignant way Masha flapped her wings at him.


		

	
		
			Sora

			Sora couldn’t make sense of it. A week had gone by with the front door unlocked and the windows open, and still Bragi remained in her hoard. At any time he could have made his escape. Instead, he played his violin for her brother, insisted on coming with her to visit hoards to search for treasures, spoke somewhat kindly to her, continued to make her breakfast . . .

			The fool isn’t going anywhere, Masha said, guessing the direction of her thoughts because lately her thoughts were always on her handsome, talented, stubborn mate.

			He’d written a new song the evening before, and by the divines, it had opened her soul up and made her weep. It was so lovely, and songs meant so much to the Unseelie, a treasure that couldn’t be kept and stored. His song was about a survivor, a beautiful, unbreakable woman who couldn’t be her . . . She was a villain. And yet she so hoped he saw her that way . . .

			I’m going to try for the fairy child we found. I’ll use dragon fire to keep the phantoms back, and then you can grab the little creature, Sora said. They were so rare, Yaga would have to consider it as trade. She’d throw in everything else she’d found to sweeten the pot. 

			Masha seemed not to want to discourage her. She fell quiet, following Sora out of the stone room, into the main room. Bragi slept on his side in the furs before the hearth.

			She moved quietly, trying not to wake him. He stirred anyway, then coughed strenuously into his fist.

			“You sound like a barn animal,” she teased. Then she poured him a cup of tea but gave the cup to Masha to deliver, resisting the urge to be overly generous with him. Things were complicated enough as it was, and now he was still here instead of grasping his freedom and taking his leave. 

			Bragi didn’t snap at her like he normally would. He took the cup from Masha but set it aside. Sniffling, he flopped onto his back. His nose was red, and his hazel eyes were watery and red-rimmed. “I’m dying,” he groaned.

			Icy panic shot down her spine, pulling it stiff as a post. Masha, what’s he talking about?

			Masha flew up onto the counter behind her, toddling on her lizard legs, balancing with her wings stretched out. I believe your mate has what the mortals call a ‘head cold.’

			Sora cast up a prayer to the divines for patience. “You have a head cold?”

			“I mean to tell you that I’m dying,” he rasped.

			“Oh, for the divines’ sakes . . .” She squeezed the bridge of her nose. “You’re immortal. Even if you catch a fever, you’re going to be just fine.”

			“I suffer this dreadful illness every decade or so.” He pouted at her. “And I never survive it.”

			She squinted at him. “But you’re still here,” she said, exasperated.

			“Just the ghost of me,” he whimpered.

			“Pathetic.” Her voice wobbled. How was it he could always get her to laugh? He was so ridiculous it was vexing, so vexing it was almost charming.

			She tried to ignore his sneezes and sniffing while she readied breakfast, but his coughing fits continued. The bond hated seeing him suffer—she hated it. Biting her lip, she picked up his teacup and helped him sip from it.

			His head went back, his skin gleaming with sweat. “Gods above, just eat me already,” he pleaded. “Bring an end to my misery. Make it quick.”

			“Oh, bother.” She wanted to grump at him more, but something went soft inside her. “Just lie there then, but at least be quiet about it.”

			Eventually he slept, but the sounds he made were pitiful, and they hurt her heart. Before long, she was hovering beside him, running a cool compress over his fevered skin. With Masha’s help, she prepared a borscht for him. By the time it was ready, he was too sick to eat much of it.

			Placing his head in her lap to prop him up, she spooned tiny chunks of beets and onion into his mouth. The bond simmered happily beneath her skin, ecstatic about the connection growing between them. It felt good for a moment, but Sora’s soul was broken. She shared a piece of it with another, making her a witch. Her broken soul panicked at the pull of that bond, just like it had the other night when they’d attempted to be intimate.

			Breathing heavily, she laid the bowl beside his furs and tried to crawl out from under him. His arms came around her middle, holding her tight.

			“Please don’t leave me,” he muttered into her lap, his voice drowsy.

			The panic was still there, tugging at the wounded piece of her soul, but her mate seemed so weak, so sad. Sora ran a hand through his red hair, tangling her fingers fondly in the vibrant tresses, tucking strands back behind his small antlers. He moaned softly when her touch grazed the sensitive, velvety base. She continued to play with his hair, their bond surging. He nuzzled her thigh with his cheek, drifting off to sleep.  

			As much as his nearness tugged at that injured part of her soul, it made her feel good too. She’d never felt so deeply needed before. The weight of his head in her lap was as much a thrill as it was a source of trepidation. 

			She kept beside him for the rest of the day.


		

	
		
			Bragi

			Bragi felt great improvement the next morning, but Sora seemed to think he was too weak to be left entirely to his own devices. He could sit up without help, but she insisted on aiding him anyway. His immortal body had burned quickly through most of the sickness. She sat beside him, legs folded under her, skirts pooling about her on the floor. 

			Masha entertained Darko in the threshold of Yaga’s hoard. Bragi played his violin for them all. When the song ended, the door shut and Masha headed up the chimney to rest.

			Sora fed him another bowl of the borscht she’d made. He didn’t need her help, but the bond loved her attention, so he kept quiet and ate obediently. The food was delicious, the best he’d ever tasted, though it had nothing to do with Sora’s cooking. The feel of their growing bond strumming through him made it exquisite.

			“Thank you for not eating me when I asked you to,” he said around a mouth full of beets and parsnips.

			“You’re welcome,” she said, lashes lowering coyly. 

			Bragi swallowed his food, then wiped his mouth clean with the back of his hand. “The other mates you’ve met, did you threaten to eat all of them, too,” he asked, “or am I the only lucky one?”

			Sora shoved vegetables about the bowl with a wooden spoon. “There was one other. Beautiful woman with raven hair so long she could almost sit on it. I threatened to eat her a few times when we first met to get her to be cooperative. Eventually we got on well, but then I learned she had a child at home.”

			“What did you do with her?”

			“Well, I ate her.” She smirked suggestively over the rim of the bowl. “And then I sent her home.”

			Bragi’s bark of laughter turned into a fit of coughs that rattled in his chest. When he got them under control again, he cleared his throat. “I imagine she appreciated that.”

			Sora fed him another spoonful. “She was loudly appreciative, yes.”

			Bragi chortled. Then his throat bobbed, and his gaze drifted toward the door of her father’s hoard. “How long have you been waiting to secure a mate to trade for your brother?”

			Sora blew out a long breath. “Oh, two centuries at least. It would have been longer, but my brother did a good job of hiding from our father after the war ended. Eventually little Darko ran out of hiding spots.”

			“The war between the Seelie and the Unseelie?” Bragi guessed. The war had occurred before his time, but he knew of it. Everyone knew of it.

			Sora nodded. “I convinced my brother to disobey Father. Now Yaga has Darko trapped in his hoard in that tiny child-like form to punish us . . . Darko’s mother perished delivering his egg. I cared for him until he was old enough to care for himself. Now he’s cursed to look like that little helpless dragon again to keep Father’s leash on us both.” She hung her head. “It’s my fault he’s like this, but I can’t remove items from the hoard of the living without trading something of more value.”

			“You think I’m more valuable to your father?”

			“More valuable to me,” she confessed in a quiet voice that had none of her usual sardonic sting. “A mate is very valuable to a dragon.”

			Bragi took the bowl from her and set it on the floor, out of the way, then he fitted his arm around her waist. “It’s not your fault. You and Darko did what you thought was best. Gods, at least you did something. The Lunar Court worked hard to do absolutely nothing in that conflict, no matter what sort of terrible tyrant Yaga was.”

			Slowly Sora relaxed against his side, her head dropping to his shoulder. Her lungs filled, and she exhaled slowly, seeming to soak in the comfort he offered her. “Why are you still here?” she asked, biting her bottom lip. “I’ve left the door open for days now. Surely even you, dull-witted as you are, noticed?” 

			“I noticed. I stayed because when I look at you . . .” He paused, eyes fixed on her beautiful face. “When I look at you, sometimes I want to shake you.”

			Her breathy chuckle reverberated against his side. She started to pull away. He dug his fingers gently into her waist and held firmly. 

			“And sometimes,” he continued, palming the curve of her hip, “I want to throw your dress over your head and have my way with you.”

			Sora blinked at him. They shared a long breath, tension building between them like a dissonant chord straining toward release.

			“Then why haven’t you?” she asked, voice husky. 

			“Because the last time we got rough, it was too much for you.” He lowered his head, gently rubbing his nose against the side of hers, her tempting lips just a breath away from his.

			“It’s not too much,” she insisted. “I just . . . I’m a witch, Bragi. My fractured soul panics at the thought of bonding, even to a man I don’t find so objectionable . . .”

			He coughed a laugh. “Not so objectionable—why, I think that’s the best compliment you’ve ever given me.” Bragi gathered her up in his arms, shifting his weight so she sat between his legs. “Tell your soul I have no intentions of breaking it apart again.” His lips found the sensitive point of her ear. He feathered a kiss along the shell of it. “I simply want to debauch you in the most depraved ways imaginable, soul intact. How does that sound?”

			“Sounds perfect,” she purred.

			Bragi jerked at the buttons of his shirt, popping several in his haste. When his chest was bared, he scrunched up the sides of her dress. Sora giggled as he tossed her skirts over her face, the sound so light and girlish it warmed his heart. As she struggled to get her dress down around her waist, he pushed her back against the furs and covered her with his body. 

			He took her mouth, claimed it, and their bond swelled. His pulse jumped and Sora gasped against his lips. He felt her panic, the tension in her muscles, the rigidity in her body.

			“Shh,” he soothed her, smoothing back her flaxen hair. “I’ve got you. You’re all right, you and your soul.”

			“Bragi,” she whispered, and the sound of his name sent a thrill through him.

			“Hush now. Let me take care of you . . . Naughty girl,” he groaned, fingers trailing up her thigh. “You’re not wearing any underclothes.” 

			“I can’t when I’m around you,” she confessed. 

			“I make you too hot and wet?” he guessed. His fingers found her soaked center, and he sucked in a breath. “Gods, that’s lovely.” He teased the crest of her sex with his thumb, his pulse roaring in his ears. 

			Bragi knelt between her legs. He pushed her knees up toward her chest, reveling in the keening whimper that escaped her. The hard dragon princess was gone. She was just a needy girl now, just a desperate mate.

			He wasn’t any better.

			Bragi lowered his head and licked her sex, savoring her sweetness. He kissed her slowly, running his lips over her sensitive flesh until her thighs quivered. Her fingers tangled in his hair. She teased the base of his antlers, and he felt her impatient touch in his tightening balls.

			He tasted her, parting her folds with his tongue, lapping her up with all the depravity he’d promised her. He was a starving man, and she was his sustenance. Through the bond, he sensed her climbing closer to her release. He heard it in her tiny gasps, felt it in her strengthening grip in his hair. 

			He sat up, separating from her. When she pleaded bossily for him to continue, he grinned down at her. Tempting as that was, he wanted to feel her body wrapped around his cock when she finally came, wanted her heat to squeeze him and drain him dry. Bragi rolled her onto her stomach. He was as rough with her as she needed, wrestling gently with her to get her where he wanted her. She liked it when he fisted her hair, when his nails elongated to scratch gently at the skin of her neck and scalp. 

			She tried to order him about again, and he slapped her ass, turning it pink, reveling in the way it made her squeal. He rubbed away the sting of it with his palm, cupping the heat between her legs with his other hand. 

			Bragi ripped down his trousers. Straddling the backs of her thighs, he positioned himself at her opening. 

			“Finally,” she grumped.

			Smiling broadly, he slid deep inside her heat. Her legs jerked beneath him. She moaned loud and low, the bond thrumming excitedly.

			“Sacred stars,” he hissed, “you feel too good.”

			Sora craned her neck, resting her cheek on the furs, a playful curve in the corner of her mouth. “If one thrust is all you have in you, I’m never letting you live it down.”

			A chuckle rumbled through his chest. He gave her ass another playful swat. “Hold very still, you vixen, or it will be over. Gods, your heat will be the death of me. You’re so fucking warm. So soft.” Bragi squeezed his eyes shut and inhaled deeply through his nose, struggling to pull himself back together. His body wanted to break into thousands of nerve endings, to lose itself in sensation completely.

			He’d been a rake, for the divines’ sakes. This was not his first time by a long shot, and he refused to allow it all to end so soon. He wasn’t nearly done with her yet.

			She started to squirm, reaching for him, scratching at his abdomen like an impatient cat, but he’d got ahold of himself now. He captured her wrists and brought her arms behind her, pinning them low across her back, pressing her to the floor. Slowly, he rocked his hips, and when she demanded more, her voice pitching high with need, he gave it to her.

			Bragi plundered her, holding her fast, pounding into her fire. 

			Slowing his pace, he released her arms and laid his body over hers, grinding against her. With one hand he reached around to palm her breast over the velvet of her bodice. The other slid between her body and the furs, seeking out the apex of her thighs. He ran his fingers through the thatch of dark hair above her sex, finding the bud of nerves that made her body quiver. He stroked her, feeling her climbing pleasure reverberating through their blooming bond.

			“Bragi,” she breathed.

			The whispered word was laced with feeling, and his chest went tight. Her climax reached him through their growing connection. Her body squeezed around his length, tipping him over the edge. Bliss roared through him, a consuming crescendo that turned his limbs to butter and blurred his vision. He collapsed over her.

			He wanted to bask in the afterglow, but he worried he was crushing his mate. Bragi shifted his weight, ready to free her.

			“Don’t you dare,” she grumbled, but her sleepy words lacked any bite.

			Bragi nuzzled her shoulder and settled in. The quiet was peaceful. He pulled one of the furs over them, and together they drifted off to sleep.


		

	
		
			Sora

			One thing was painfully certain when she awoke that night, the moon rising in the window. She couldn’t trade her mate to Yaga. Bragi didn’t deserve that fate. 

			No one did.

			I’m not certain the fairy child will be enough, Masha admitted, perched on the arm of the chair beside her. 

			Sora usually appreciated her familiar’s honesty. Now it made her grind her teeth. “I have to try. We can free the fairy child now and make the trade.” 

			Her mate slept beside her, covered in furs, but at her words, he stirred. “Try for the fairy?” he said, voice thick. He sounded disapproving.

			A lump rose in Sora’s throat. “My brother . . .” Surely he didn’t expect her to offer him, her mate, now? She couldn’t.

			Bragi surged to his feet. He found his trousers in the dark and stepped into them. “I’m going with you.”

			Sora, Masha, and Bragi took the same path they often did, back down the corridor of her ancestors, back into the hoard that looked like a meadow, back through the drooping trees that dripped with diamonds. Her mate was quiet the entire way, his expression contemplative. She wished he’d say something.

			She hated doing what she must do, playing the villain, capturing yet another soul and offering it in trade. She craved Bragi’s reassurance, but he offered her none.

			When they arrived, they stood in a huddle a yard from the iron cage. The fairy child glittered deep in the center of it, gossamer wings fluttering, dark skin illuminated by the light she emanated. Sora could smell the metal and salt of the bars, and her stomach lurched.

			The phantoms swarmed toward them, blocking the view of their target. They had holes for mouths and wore shadows like a shroud. They whispered at them in scratchy rasps. Any closer and they’d fill their heads with madness.

			Sora breathed deeply, reaching for the part of her that was something other, her connection to the gods. Deep in her throat, she found her fire. “When I breathe dragon flames at them, it’ll exhaust me,” she warned her mate. “Masha is swift. She will gather up the fairy and hurry for the exit. I’ll need you to . . . gather me.”

			Bragi met her eyes briefly. He nodded his understanding. She longed to know what he was thinking, but then, what if she didn’t want to know his thoughts? What if they were just as deprecating as her own? 

			Villain.


		

	
		
			Bragi

			One thing was clear to Bragi: Sora was doing this for him, not just for her brother.

			And it was wrong.

			His fingers flexed, nails scratching irritably at his palms. The little fairy hovered listlessly in the center of her cage, her narrow chin down, eyes lowered in defeat. A prisoner like he’d been. A prisoner like the women who lived with his frey. The women he’d never lifted a finger to help . . .

			Sora drew in a whoosh of breath. Her jaw dropped, then unhinged like a great snake. Black dragon fire pooled within, turning the air balmy. She exhaled deep, expelling the flames. The magical fire melted through the bars. The phantoms caught in the blast turned to ash. The others flew away screeching toward the back of their cage.

			Masha took flight as the flames sputtered out, sailing toward the listless fairy through the opening her mistress had created. 

			The fire died in Sora’s throat with a hiss. She coughed and slowly closed her jaw, swaying on her feet. Bragi caught her before she lost her balance completely. He lifted her in his arms. 

			Masha took the fairy gently in her claws, and the phantoms came alive again, shrieking and wailing. They flew after them, toward the new opening.

			Bragi ran for the trees, Masha jetting ahead of him. Sora clung to his neck, her lips dry and cracked, her mouth squeezed shut. He felt the danger closing in, felt the whisper of the phantoms at his neck, pebbling his skin, felt the risk to his mate thudding through his veins like a warning drum.

			Panic had his pulse thudding. The bond coursed through him, strengthening his legs, narrowing his vision. He sprinted through the diamond trees, into the meadow. Tall grass whipped at his trousers. He pumped his legs through the burn growing in his muscles, bounding for the door. Masha and the fairy crossed into the corridor first. He followed, yanking it shut behind them, cutting off the shriek of the nearing phantoms.

			He stood for a moment, clutching his mate to his chest with shaking arms. The little fairy child glowed dully under the lantern lights. Draped between Masha’s claws, she blinked at him with big curious eyes. His legs were unsteady. His breath came in pants.

			Masha squawked at him, a demand to move quickly.

			Bragi readjusted his hold on his mate and carried her down the corridor, into the front room. The hearth had burned out. A few embers remained. He set his mate down in her armchair and hovered beside her, arms hung heavy at his sides.

			“Masha,” Sora said, voice cracking, “Bragi will hold the fairy so you can open the door.”

			The door to the left of the hearth rattled. Bragi took the fairy gently in his hands, careful of her fragile wings. She wasn’t much bigger than a sparrow, and just as light. She stared up at him, her sharp chin at a tilt.

			Bragi worked his throat, wondering how long she’d been in that cage with those dreadful phantoms.

			How long would she now be trapped in King Yaga’s hoard?

			Masha worked open the door with her claws. Darko was standing in the threshold, waiting for them, eager for breakfast, no doubt. Dawn was approaching, and Darko had an appetite that was twice as big as he was. 

			“Pass the fairy over the threshold,” Sora said, her voice labored, “and Darko should be able to step through. If not, we’ll fetch the treasures and offer the items until he’s clear.”

			Bragi stared down at the little fairy seated in his palm. She was alert now. One of her clawed hands fit gently around his finger. The look she gave him was pleading.

			It wasn’t the first time a prisoner had looked at him like that. He’d been fooling himself, claiming they were all better off, claiming that the women his frey kept wanted to be there eventually. 

			No one wanted to be a prisoner.

			Masha squawked at him, hurrying him along. Bragi crossed to the threshold. He extended his free hand toward the little dragon, balancing the fairy in his other palm. Darko sat back on his haunches, reaching with his claws.

			“Fly,” Bragi told the fairy. “Be free.”

			“Bragi!” Sora shouted, but the fairy had already taken to the air. In a blur of wings and bright light, she flew for the hearth, flying up the chimney and out of sight.

			Masha let out a pained screech, rushing for the hearth.

			Sora halted her. “It’s too late,” she said, pain in her tired voice. “Bragi . . . why?”

			“No more prisoners,” he said. Then he bent low, grabbed the small dragon by the scruff of his neck, and stepped over the threshold just as he pulled Darko into Sora’s hut. Bragi felt a change in the temperature. Sound was sucked from the dry air.

			Darko soared into the room, gliding into his sister’s lap.


		

	

			Sora

			Sora’s breath caught in her throat. “What have you done?”

			“The right thing,” her mate said, a tilt to his lips that suggested he had absolutely no idea what a fool he was.

			Dragons were not the affectionate type, but Darko had always been the exception to that rule. He pressed his head into her chest, purring. Tears welled in her eyes, and she hugged him close.

			“I’m so sorry,” she said, uncertain who the apology was aimed at exactly. Everyone and no one.

			Darko nuzzled at her cheek and made a keening sound. She carried him to the window and threw open the shutters. 

			“You have a home to reclaim,” she told her brother. Darko purred up at her. “Go on,” she reassured him, nudging him toward the window, biting down a fresh wave of sorrow that stuck in her throat. “Go.”

			Darko lingered in the windowsill for a time, his gaze bouncing from Sora to her mate in the doorway. Dragons were also a people of very few words. Darko took to the sky moments later, stretching and growing as his wings beat at the air. Before he hit the clouds, he was as big as two houses.

			The Duke of Mount Rasika was free at least.

			When Darko was nothing but a great smudge in the distance, Sora turned slowly for the door beside the hearth, heart thumping like it wanted to escape her ribcage. And there stood her mate, leaning lazily against the doorframe as though nothing were amiss at all. He seemed . . . lighter, happier . . . a sunning lion.

			She blinked at him, eyes stinging. “You . . . you foolish, stubborn—”

			“Come here, Sora,” he said fondly, extending his hand.

			Sora’s chin trembled. “I told you I didn’t want you to do it.”

			“And I didn’t listen.” He offered his palm. “Well, come on. I can’t go in there and get you this time.”

			Sora reached out and took his hand, his touch a cool comfort that pinched her heart. He tugged her across the threshold. Her slippers sunk into the sand beside him. 

			“I told you—”

			“You tell me a lot of things.” His grin went lopsided.

			“You’re trapped here, you utter fool!” she shouted. “Don’t you understand? There isn’t anything I’m ever going to want more than you! You’re stuck here!”

			Why was he still grinning at her?

			Bragi laced his fingers with hers and pulled her in closer until her body was pressed to his. She had to crane her neck to meet his gaze.

			“There had better not be anyone else you want more than me,” he teased.

			“Oh Bragi,” she groaned. “This isn’t a joke.”

			“There isn’t anything I’m going to want more than you either, silly woman.” He squeezed her hand. “All I need is my mate and to make music. Do you understand?”

			“No,” she scoffed. A tear streaked her cheek. “I can’t be the one you choose. I’ve been nothing but unkind to you. I—I’m . . .”

			“You’re mine,” he said gently. “My true mate. And I’m yours.”

			The bond between them hadn’t settled. It would take a long time to get there, a long time to be nurtured, but she understood what it was he craved.

			“My true mate,” she whispered because she craved that too. 

			As Bragi pulled her into a kiss, she let the door to her hoard close at their back, certain in that moment that she didn’t need anything either. Just her mate.

			
S. L. Prater writes naughty magical kissing books. Check her out at https://slprater.carrd.co and grab two more free witchy stories.



	

Ramiel

			by Jennie Lynn Roberts

			Ramiel betrayed the man he loved and has been haunted by the memory ever since. 

			Now, he’s finally been recalled to Eshcol. To take up the mantel of Supreme Truth Seeker. And to face Haniel. 

			But how can he lead his people in good faith when his whole life is a lie? And what would it take to convince Hani to forgive him… and that their love is worth everything.

			
Ramiel is a spicy second chance m/m romance with two tormented heroes finding their way back to each other. Set in the world of The Hawks.



	
		
			Chapter 1

			There was no noise, no creaking door or quiet footsteps to give away the intruder. But Hani didn’t need any of those. The air had changed. 

			Vitality and life force vibrated subtly, raising the hairs on the back of his neck. This was a life force that he knew intimately. And his body responded, as it always did. 

			On his first day of training to be a healer, his teacher told the class to build a wall inside their minds and armor around their hearts. They had to learn to block themselves from the constant pull to engage with every living thing—or risk being sucked dry. He had formed his first shield that very day, and he’d grown adept at keeping everyone outside his barrier. 

			Everyone except Ramiel. 

			All Ramiel had to do was stand behind him, or touch him, or look at him across the room, and his walls dropped. He didn’t need or want that barrier. Not with Ramiel.

			Haniel was sitting in the back corner of the biggest conservatory in the Nephilim temple complex, beside the pond where the ferns grew lush and thick, and the sultry, sweet, night-scent of honeysuckle lay heavy in the air. It was his favorite place. 

			One day, when he had his own clinic, he would have a desk where he could watch his patients while he worked, and he would make sure it was surrounded by sweet flowers and the earthy energy of growing things. But for now—as a junior healer, sharing a practice with three others—he liked to escape to the warmth and beauty, the sheer abundance of life, in the vast greenhouse. 

			It was late. The gardeners and herbalists had gone to their homes and families hours ago. Nothing disturbed the soft babble of the stream flowing into the pond, while the light of his lamp formed a golden circle of shrubs and herbs. After his childhood on the bleak, rocky mountains of Tegeingl, it was like paradise. 

			Here, he felt close to the archangels. They had given him this ability to feel the dance and breath of life. They had given him a new home and a multitude of blessings. And they had given him Ramiel—a man who could so easily have been a guardian angel himself—and who was now stepping quietly through the garden, his soul reaching for Haniel’s. 

			Hani watched as Ramiel stepped into the circle of light. Gods, he was handsome. His hair was fiery red, like dark summer cherries or the center of a flame. He was tall, even for a Nephilim, his body heavy with a warrior’s muscles. And he had a dimple in his chin that Haniel wanted—needed—to put his mouth on. But it wasn’t only that surface beauty that called to him. It was the reserved, slightly uncertain man under the polished exterior. A man who had been told again and again that he would be the most powerful truth seeker of his generation. That he could be the next Supreme Justice of the Truth. That his gift made him personally responsible for the safety of every Nephilim alive, and that he must never, ever fail. But who spent every day fearing that very failure, tying himself in knots until sometimes Haniel wanted to take Ramiel by the hand and drag him far away from all the responsibilities and expectations that weighed him down.  

			They had met as Clibanarii cadets and become friends as boys—partly because they were both prodigiously talented, partly because their talents were so different, and partly because they just clicked. They had played together. They had learned together. They had wandered the woods, picking berries and throwing conkers together. And then, as adults, when Haniel left the Clibanarii to focus on healing, they had grown even closer. Slowly, a new kind of awareness had developed between them. It had been like slipping into an increasingly heated pool. Accidental touches became purposeful and lingered. Hands found skin and settled. Stroked, explored. Slowly, surely, they had become more than friends. And now, well… now he just had to hear Ramiel’s voice to feel his body heating. 

			“I thought I’d find you here.” Rami grinned down at him, and Haniel couldn’t help but smile back. 

			He closed his notebook and set it aside. “I didn’t know you were looking for me.”

			Ramiel reached down to cup Haniel’s face, his thumb lingering for long seconds on his lower lip. “I’m always looking for you.”

			Gods. Ramiel was everything. Everything. And Haniel had no idea how he was going to survive when Rami left with his squad of Clibanarii warriors to help King Geraint of Brythoria fight his war on the northern border. Thank the gods he would only be gone for a few months. And then… then they could start to build the lives they truly wanted. 

			Haniel stood, his body sliding up Ramiel’s until they were chest to chest, faces almost touching. He savored the nearness. The scent of skin and salt. The way Ramiel’s chest heaved with a shuddering breath before he pressed his lips to Haniel’s as if he couldn’t stand to be apart for one more second. 

			They held each other, bodies locked together for long moments until Ramiel pulled back with a last, lingering kiss. “Are you finished updating your notes?”

			Haniel blinked slowly, making sense of the question. If Ramiel was ready to go, then there was only one possible answer. “Yes.” 

			Ramiel bit his ear, a delicious scraping of teeth over the lobe, and chuckled. “That is a lie.”

			Haniel settled his hands on Ramiel’s hips. “I’ve done enough. I want to see you.” And that was certainly true. Their time together was numbered in days, and he would take whatever he could get. He leaned in and settled his mouth on Rami’s once more, teasing at his smooth lips until he opened. Their tongues slid slowly, bodies pressed together. Energy swirled, and Haniel allowed the shields he’d carried all day to fall away, letting Ramiel deep into his heart. They were together. That was all he needed. 

			Ramiel’s hand dropped to Hani’s ass, dragging him even closer. Close enough that they could grind against each other, the kiss growing harder, deeper. 

			They were alone in the pool of lamplight, ensconced in fragrant darkness. The gentle burble of the pool, the scrape of rough hands over cotton, and their deepening breaths were the only sounds. Ramiel nibbled at his lower lip and then pulled away to rest their foreheads together. “Let’s go to my room. I have something I want to give you.”

			Hani chuckled, still breathless. “I bet you do.”

			“Not that.” Ramiel laughed. “Well, not only that. I have a gift for you, something… special. I even had to ask my sister, to check she wasn’t going to claim it.” He shrugged sheepishly.  

			“Gods, that is serious,” Haniel murmured. The competition between Ramiel and his twin sister, Dara, was legendary. They’d been raised to understand that everything they did, everything they said, and everything they achieved would be judged. They knew that only the best would win and that only the winner took home the prize—and the love. When Ramiel had been chosen by their father to follow in his footsteps as Supreme Justice of the Truth, Dara had been devastated, and their relationship had never quite recovered.

			Haniel pressed a softer kiss to Rami’s lips. “You know I don’t need gifts. All I want is you.”

			Ramiel’s smile lit up his face, and gods, he was truly beautiful when he smiled. “I want you to have this,” he whispered.

			“Okay, let’s go see it.” Haniel gathered his papers into his satchel as Ramiel picked up the lantern. Then they walked side by side through the conservatory, shoulders bumping companionably as they spoke about their days. He linked his fingers through Rami’s, soaking in his capable strength, and breathed deeply, letting the sense of rightness, of belonging, fill him. 

			Haniel’s parents loved him, but their life in the mountains had been a hard one. There had never been quite enough rain or food. Children were scarce, and affection was something that waited until the work was done. When he’d come to Eshcol, he’d been alone. Making friends and finding his place meant the world to him. And Rami was a part of every moment of that. 

			When Rami came back from the north, they could have this companionship—this vibrant connection—every day for the rest of their lives.

			But then they reached the outer courtyard, and Ramiel quietly dropped his hand and stepped away, putting a clear space between them in case his father saw them. He didn’t go far, but it was far enough. Gods. 

			They walked the rest of the way in silence, Haniel’s earlier sense of joyful belonging skittering further away into the darkness with every step. As Ramiel checked around corners and led them to the back stairs, it left him completely. And by the time they were sneaking quietly into Ramiel’s room in the barracks, all he felt was cold. 

			Hani set his satchel down and leaned against Rami’s desk, wrapping his hands around the back of his neck where a dull ache had started to build.

			“Hey,” Rami whispered, coming to stand in front of him. “I’m sorry.”

			Haniel shook his head. He didn’t need apologies. Not now. Not when they had so little time left before Ramiel followed his father’s orders and left for the border. 

			Rami stepped even closer, his hands stroking up Haniel’s arms and gently tugging them until he wrapped them around Rami’s neck and their eyes met. “I don’t want to sneak around either—” Rami started. 

			“Then let’s stop sneaking.” The words fell out, more bitter than he’d intended. 

			Ramiel sighed, looking more tired than any young Nephilim should. “We will. I promise. As soon as I’m back. We’ll have a party, a celebration, and invite everyone to share in our happiness.”

			Hani shook his head slowly. “Let’s just do it now. I want them all to know you’re coming back to me. I want them to understand that we’re together. I want someone to tell me if—” He swallowed the rest. He wasn’t superstitious—no more than anyone with an angel’s gift would be—but he couldn’t say the words. Couldn’t put that thought out into the world: that Rami could get hurt on the border and no one would even think to let him know. 

			Ramiel dropped his hand to Hani’s hips, gripping him tight. “I know you don’t believe in this war. That you disagree with the way my father has committed—”

			Haniel opened his mouth to argue, to explain that wasn’t the point he was trying to make, but Rami silenced him with a soft kiss before continuing. “I know you think King Geraint is making a mistake in declaring war against the Verturians and that the Nephilim should tell him so. But we’re not there yet. My father thinks this is our chance to earn a place on the Brythorian Council. To gain the authority to finally make a difference. I’m not going to take risks or get involved in the fighting. I’m going to form an alliance that will benefit us all.” His voice lowered. “I love our people. I want them to have this chance. The Nephilim are counting on me. Everyone is counting on me.”

			Hani struggled against the urge to snarl, the almost overwhelming desire to point out that surely his needs should be considered too. That Ramiel was supposed to love him too. Fuck, he was so sick of hearing about Ramiel’s father. The current Supreme Justice of the Truth. The man who Ramiel lived to please. Instead, he offered the argument he’d made so many times before. “Endorsing the war is not going to help. Only Apollyon nobles sit on the Council.”

			“My father thinks—” Ramiel started, but Haniel snorted bitterly, and he stopped. Rami shook his head and tried again. “I’ll do this one thing and then come back to you, and then we’ll tell everyone the truth. But you know I can’t do that yet.” He leaned his forehead against Haniel’s. “I promised my father I would stay completely focused. That I wouldn’t pursue anything—or anyone—except my studies as a truth seeker and my exercises as a warrior. He made me swear that I would do everything in my power to take this opportunity and that I would do it before I locked myself into a commitment to someone else.”

			Locked himself into a commitment. Like Haniel was some kind of prison. Gods and angels. Sometimes he was certain Ramiel didn’t even hear his own words. Hani stiffened and moved to pull away, but Rami held him tight, whispering urgently, “It was stupid to make that promise, I know that, but we weren’t together then, and I thought I was doing the right thing for our people. Now… I will not give you up. I won’t. We will be together. Please, Hani.” 

			He softened slightly. They hadn’t been together when Rami promised. And Rami had spent his entire life trying to be good enough for his impossible-to-please father. Trying to prove that he was worthy of the man’s love, when, frankly, it was clear that Cael had very little love to give. 

			“I’m leaving in three days,” Rami murmured. “Only three more days of secrets, and then I won’t have failed anyone.”

			Haniel swallowed down the urge to continue arguing. Ramiel was failing. He was failing them. Failing his father, who would certainly see their relationship as a betrayal. But most of all, failing himself. He was caught between what he wanted and what he thought he had to do. Caught between their love and a lifetime of constantly trying to prove he was good enough.

			In the end, that’s what held his tongue. The knowledge that Ramiel was acting out of a need for love, and the conviction that he wasn’t worthy. Ramiel’s hands were shaking, his voice desperate. And if there was one thing Haniel couldn’t bear, it was Rami hurting. “Okay,” he said softly. “Three more days.”

			Ramiel let out a rough breath. “Thank you.” He kissed Hani on the forehead. “Thank you.” And then beside his mouth. “Thank you.” He dragged his lips across Hani’s jaw. “Thank you. It’ll pass so quickly, you’ll see. I’ll be in Staith for six months, eight at the most. And then we’ll be together.”

			“We’ll be together,” Haniel repeated, like a wish. Or perhaps a prayer.

			“We will. And it will all have been worth it.” Ramiel kissed his neck, along his clavicle, pausing to suck gently at his pulse, and Hani tipped his head back, giving him space.

			“I love you, Hani,” Ramiel whispered against his skin, whispered into his heart, against the most vulnerable parts of his soul.

			Gods. Why did he want to cry? “I love you too.” Haniel couldn’t hold back the words. Ramiel needed them, and he wanted to give them. 

			Rami lifted Haniel’s shirt, and he helped, pulling it over his head, and then watched as Ramiel did the same, until they were both bare-chested, the golden lamplight bronzing their skin and casting soft shadows as they moved. 

			Ramiel was heavy with muscle built over many hours of sword practice, his nipples copper-colored discs. A sparse trail of hair led down his abdomen toward the heavy bulge in his breeches. But it was the look in his eyes—the want and need and hope—that made Hani let go of the last of his anger. 

			Rami kissed him again. But this kiss was harder, edged with desperation, tasting of the knowledge that they only had three more days. Their tongues slid against each other in a dance of heat and pressure, hands sliding over skin. Ramiel’s fingers drew lines of fire over Hani’s shoulders, his back, and then finally… gods, finally… lower.

			Pressure built. A throbbing, demanding ache for more. And then Ramiel gripped his cock through the cotton of his trousers, and Haniel shuddered, hips pressing forward, chasing that spark. He tightened his hold on the back of Ramiel’s neck, kissing him harder, taking control. Ramiel needed this. He needed this. 

			Hani reached back blindly, fumbling to open the desk drawer and then scrabbling inside it for the bottle of oil he knew was there. He ran his tongue down Ramiel’s neck, tasting the hints of salt, and then murmured against his skin, “Get on the bed, I want to see you.”

			Ramiel drew in a shuddering breath and then kicked off his boots and breeches and lay back on the bed. He clasped his hands behind his head, biceps rounded, abdominal muscles rippling in the dim light, like an offering to the ancient gods of war. 

			Out in the world, Ramiel spent every moment of the day proving he couldn’t fail. Here, in their own private space, Haniel took that pressure away. Here, he was in charge, so Ramiel could simply be. 

			“You’re perfect, Rami,” Haniel murmured. “When you’re away from me, I want you to remember this. Remind yourself every day. You’re exactly as you should be.” 

			Ramiel flushed, and for a moment, Hani thought he might argue, but instead he whispered a soft thanks, eyes gleaming as Haniel stripped off the last of his clothes and kicked them away. He poured a generous splash of oil into his hands and stalked toward the bed to crawl over the man he wanted more than he had ever imagined possible. 

			Haniel reached between them and gripped both their cocks with his slick hand, sliding them together, building that spark into a flame. Ramiel groaned beneath him, his hands trailing down Hani’s back to grip his ass and hold him closer as he lifted his head and sealed their mouths together. 

			This kiss was even more frantic, more desperate. A breathless, consuming frenzy as Ramiel’s big hands kneaded into his muscles. 

			“What do you want, Rami?” he asked, knowing he would give him anything. 

			“I want you.”

			Haniel tightened his grip on Rami’s cock, pumping firmly as he licked a slow line over his nipples. “You’ve got me. Ask for what you want. And then I can decide how to give it to you.”  

			“Gods, Hani.” Ramiel’s voice was rough. “I want to feel you. I want there to be nothing between us.”

			“Shall I take you in my mouth? Finish you like this? Or do you want me to lie down and you can climb on top?” He twisted his wrist, and they both panted. A drop of sweat rolled down his back. 

			“I want you—” Ramiel shuddered, his eyes closing as his head fell back. “I want you inside me.”

			Haniel groaned. “Stay on your back. Bend your knees and grip your thighs.”

			Ramiel let out a long breath, eyelids fluttering closed as he bent his knees, offering himself. Haniel picked up the bottle of oil and poured a long stream down Rami’s crease, watching its sensuous slide over Ramiel’s flesh. Then he leaned over to kiss him once more. 

			His hand found Rami’s tight hole, and he slipped in a finger. Rami shuddered, his breath coming faster, and Hani kissed him, deep and firm. Helping him to lose himself. Slowly, he felt the man beneath him start to relax. 

			He added a second finger, and then a third, all while whispering praise. He told Ramiel how much he loved him. How deep he was, under his skin, in his heart. How he ached. He thrust gently, working him open, until Rami started to move, started to groan into his mouth and push down harder, trying to fuck himself on Hani’s hand. Seeking, searching for exactly the right place. 

			“Are you ready?” Haniel whispered.

			“Gods, yes.” Ramiel’s eyes fluttered open. “Please.”

			Hani slipped his fingers out and kneeled, lifting Ramiel’s legs to his shoulders and positioning himself carefully before sinking slowly into his body. Ramiel’s vibrant wholeness surrounded him, filled him. Their souls flowed together with their bodies. His spine tingled, muscles clenching as his own orgasm began to rise. 

			“Perfect.” The word dragged out of him through gritted teeth as he concentrated on Rami. He kept his thrusts shallow, angling his hips, trying to… Rami gasped, his muscles bunching as he muttered a string of breathless, nonsense curses. There. They both shuddered. 

			He started to move more seriously, giving Ramiel his weight, whispering his approval, telling him how good he felt, and aiming to hit that swollen gland.

			Ramiel’s body clenched around his cock, sending bolts of pleasure shooting up his spine. Everything ramped him higher. The gleam of sweat beading on Ramiel’s chest. His rough, panted breaths. The musky-sweet scent of sex and skin. And more than anything, the dazed look of trust and pleasure in Rami’s eyes.

			Hani slid his hand between them and gripped Rami’s cock. “I’ve got you, Rami. You can let go.” Rami spasmed beneath him, all around him, groaning out his name as he came in long spurts. And then Haniel was coming too. Flooded with euphoric pleasure and a sense of connection so potent, it almost overwhelmed him. 

			He slipped softly from Ramiel’s body and they lay together, legs tangled, heated skin pressed to heated skin as their breathing slowed.

			“Are you okay?” Haniel whispered into Rami’s neck.

			“Mmhm. Floating. I feel like I’ve exploded.”

			Haniel huffed a pleased breath. That was exactly what he wanted for Rami. Explosions of pleasure. 

			“I just need a moment,” Ramiel murmured sleepily. “Then I’ll get your present.”

			“Sleep for a bit. We’ll look at it when you wake up.” He pressed his lips against Rami’s skin. “And just… stay safe on the border, please. Promise me.”

			“I promise.” Ramiel yawned. “I’ll do this for the Nephilim, then I’ll come back, and everything will be perfect.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Four years later

			Haniel froze, listening.  

			Energies swirled and eddied around him like they always did, but this stream carried with it a frisson. A new vibration. One that he recognized. A signature that he would know anywhere, at any time, despite the months and years he’d spent doing his utmost to forget it. 

			Ink began to blot on the parchment he was writing on, and he jerked his pen back, spattering his desk with tiny blobs of black. He dried the ink carefully, wiping away the marks with a cloth, and stored his pen. Then he took in a long breath and let it out slowly before lifting his head. 

			His clinic was clean and bright. Shafts of afternoon sunlight warmed creamy linens on the row of wooden beds, highlighted the soothing greens of the mosaics on the wall, and caressed the lush plants growing in every available space. 

			Two patients rested comfortably in screened-off bays. Their soft snores joined the gentle background lullaby of a tumbling fountain in the adjoining courtyard. His notes and precious collection of books were arrayed in a large, well-shaded bookcase against the far wall. Everything was neat, controlled, and safe. 

			He checked his shields, the solid mental walls around his heart. They were firm. No one came in, and only what he allowed went out. He was neat, controlled, and safe. 

			It could have broken him, what happened. It almost did. It was astonishing how quickly hope faded. How quickly a person could sink into the darkness when they realized the light had been a mirage all along. 

			He’d looked into that abyss—surrounded by people who were already there—and almost succumbed. His prayers were unanswered. His connection to the angels had unraveled. His cries for help went ignored, and his truth unspoken. And he had wondered, why not give in? Why not accept the end that had come for him?

			But then, lying on that narrow cot in his cold Dudael cell, he’d made a decision. He had come from nothing once; he could build himself again. There would be no more angels for him, his faith was too tarnished for that, and he had lost everything he’d thought he could count on… but it didn’t mean he had to lose himself. He had shields. All he had to do was raise them, fortify them, and build them so strong that nothing ever got inside them again. 

			He could go among the criminals, the murderers, liars and cheats, the darkest, coldest people of Brythoria, and show them the kindness that he had not been given. He could offer them healing, and perhaps some relief in the darkness. If his life was going to end in a cell, at least it would have had meaning. 

			Hani took another slow breath, pushing away the dark thoughts, centering himself in the safety of the place he’d created, refreshing the mental armor around his heart. And as he did so, he blocked out the sparkling stream of energy disrupting the peace of his clinic. It wasn’t what… who… he thought. It wasn’t possible. Rami had left. 

			Yes, Cael had—entirely against the established practice of the Nephilim—simply handed Ramiel the role of Supreme Justice, and soon he would have to return to Eschol to claim his victory. But he’d been gone for four years. He’d made no attempt to contact Haniel in all that time. There was absolutely no way he was anywhere near Haniel’s clinic or about to—

			The door opened. And Ramiel walked through it. 

			Haniel took in his fiery hair, cut short at the sides, longer at the top, pulled back into a knot. It was a little lighter now, with strands of bleached gold among the red. Ramiel was wearing a soldier’s breastplate of white leather with the outline of a gleaming golden angel, and laced vambraces. Embossed golden wings sparkled over his heart. He’d been promoted to major during the years he was away, fighting on the northern border. He’d always been tall and strong, but now his shoulders were even broader, his arms heavier, his face more lined—from wind and sun and the stress of command. He was harder than Haniel remembered and even more handsome. 

			If he’d still prayed, he might have called on the gods and angels then. Begged them to help him, or hide him. Ramiel had already been hard—and handsome—enough to shatter him completely, and now he was even more potent. But he didn’t. He already knew they wouldn’t answer. He would have to rely on himself.  

			The major stepped into his clinic, stalking toward his desk. Coming close enough that Haniel could see the dust on his armor, the travel stains on his cloak, even the tension in his neck and jaw.

			Haniel pushed himself up to stand, hoping that Ramiel wouldn’t see how he leaned on his desk, how he needed the reassuring strength of the heavy wood between them. Because there was only one reason Rami would ever be in his clinic, and, despite everything, despite all his promises to himself, the grief and the betrayal and the hatred, he couldn’t bear it. 

			“Where are you hurt?” His voice was rougher than he intended. Nothing like the confident warmth he usually tried to project.  

			Ramiel blinked, as if the question surprised him, and Haniel used the time to send out a questing wave of awareness, searching for wounds or illness, looking for disruptions in Ramiel’s essence, hunting for anything that needed healing. Gods. He despised Ramiel, he did, but he still couldn’t bear the thought of him suffering. He would still take on the entire Verturian army to keep him well if he had to.  

			But there was nothing to find. Ramiel was fit and strong. Slightly dehydrated. His muscles seemed to ache. His ears were bothering him—perhaps because his jaw was so tightly clenched. It was hard to tell without putting hands on him, and that was the last thing Haniel was going to do. 

			Physically, he seemed fine. Mentally… Haniel had no idea. There were some Nephilim healers with an affinity for the mind, but they were rare, and for all the potency of his gift, he wasn’t one of them. He couldn’t sense what was forming within a person’s thoughts or feelings—not any more than any other competent, empathetic healer—he relied on them to tell him. Perhaps if he had been a mind healer, he would have known to stay away from Ramiel in the first place.   

			“I’m well,” Ramiel said quietly, clasping his hands behind his back. His voice was deeper than Haniel remembered. It suited him.

			Haniel took a step to the side, along the wall, giving himself space. “Is one of your men hurt?”

			“No.” Ramiel shook his head sharply. “Nothing like that. My squad stayed in Staith when I was called back.” 

			“Then why—” The words came out sharp and tinged with bitterness before he stopped himself. They had no place in this room. Haniel cleared his throat, counted to five in his head, and tried again. “In that case, what can I do for you, Major Ramiel?”

			Did Rami flinch at Major? It almost looked like he had. But then, Haniel had never understood him as well as he thought he had. 

			“I—” Ramiel took another step closer until he was standing right at Haniel’s desk. Not close enough to touch, but too close, nonetheless. “I just got back.” A deep frown settled between his eyes. “And I wanted to see you.”

			What in the name of the Abyss was he supposed to say to that? Should he howl? Rage? Scream? Fall down in gratitude? Should he point out how he would have given anything to hear those words four years ago? 

			There was no good answer, so he didn’t try to give one. He had received nothing but silence, and that was all he was prepared to give. 

			Haniel focused on carefully stacking his papers and then pinning them with the amethyst crystal he kept on his desk. He’d always loved its sharp beauty, but somehow, he’d never noticed that it was the exact color of Rami’s eyes. Now, having noticed, he resented it deeply. He sent a brief questing tendril of awareness out to his patients; both were sleeping soundly, well on their way to fully healed. And then he carefully circled Ramiel, making sure not to touch him, and walked away.   


		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			When the first Nephilim descended from the mountains of Tegeingl to settle in Eschol, they wanted to create a home. A few among them had been blessed by the angels—a last gift from the old gods, the ancient stories said, before the dragons were lost and the Apollyon came—and they wanted to live in a place of learning and beauty where they could share that gift. 

			They built a temple complex filled with courtyards, fountains, conservatories, and libraries. A place for Truth, Healing, and Wisdom, where anyone could come and ask for help. And they recruited warriors to uphold the safety of themselves and their supplicants. The Clibanarii were men and women who valued peace and grace and were taught to defend it, and their barracks reflected that ethos. It was spacious, clean, and vibrant. Flowers grew in large pots. New recruits slept in light-filled dormitories with private enclosures and comfortable lounge areas, while officers lived in well-appointed suites. It had its own set of hot-spring-fed baths, a massive mess hall where freshly prepared food was served three times a day, and a dedicated infirmary. 

			After years in the mud and dirt and cold of the northern border, Ramiel should have felt like he had woken from a nightmare and found himself in heaven. Not only were his surroundings magnificent, but his family was here. His father had called him back to give him the highest honor of the Nephilim. He was to be the next Supreme Justice of the Truth. His twin sister was here, and despite their highly competitive and confrontational early years, Dara had written to him often while he was away. She’d supported and cared for him as he sought to find meaning in his life once more, and they’d grown close. Now, she was probably his best friend. 

			Ramiel was home… and he hated it down to his soul. 

			His night had been torn apart by bad dreams and distressing memories, and his too-thick blankets had wrapped around him as he rolled and fought his way to full wakefulness, strangling him. His uncomfortably soft mattress was soaked with sweat. And his ears crackled with the constant low hiss that was driving him completely insane. 

			The never-ending droning noise wasn’t enough to stop him reading truth, thank the gods. Lies still buzzed like flies on offal, allowing him to do his job as justice and rule on cases for the military assizes. It hadn’t prevented him from rising through the Clibanarii ranks as his father demanded. It hadn’t even prevented him from bidding for a position on the Brythorian Council—although that had ended exactly as Haniel predicted… with Ramiel’s failure—but it did break his concentration. It destroyed his sleep. It made it difficult to hear quiet commands and whispered confessions. It was torture, like being locked in a room with a mosquito he couldn’t see or stop, day after day. And it never let him forget the worst moment of his life.

			And yet, despite all of that, the constant torment was nothing compared to the look on Haniel’s face when he’d lifted his head and seen who was in his clinic. Pain and grief, shock and disgust. Quickly masked behind a wall of armor so high and so deep, it made Ramiel want to stab something. It made him want to stab himself. 

			He pushed away the suffocating blankets, swung his legs over the side of the bed, rested his elbows on his thighs, and dropped his chin to his chest. He was alone. As always. And it was his own bloody fault.   

			He could go and see one of the healers in the barracks infirmary. They would help, maybe even cure the constant ringing in his ears. But then he would have to explain how long he’d been suffering. He’d have to tell them how it started. He’d have to admit how he had twisted the truth. How he’d listened to his own awful words as the buzz grew louder and louder, circling him, closer and closer. The ringing in his ears was blowback from a storm of his own creation. He—the man who would be the Justice of the Truth, supreme arbiter of guilt and innocence, the final judge for crime and punishment across the entire kingdom—had lied. And he could still hear the buzzing of that lie, even now. 

			Ramiel sighed softly. It wasn’t only that. He could admit what he had done and ask for help… but a deep part of himself, a part he didn’t like to think about, knew he deserved this pain. It was his punishment, and he would take it. 

			He had done a terrible thing, that day in the mess hall. His only consolation was that he had tried to fix it before he left for the north. He’d gone to his father and told him everything. But it was too late for him, too late for them, by then. So, he’d done as Hani had asked—he’d respected his wishes—and given him the space he needed.

			Ramiel lit a candle and then pushed himself up to stand. There was no chance he would sleep now. He staggered tiredly to the bowl of water left to cool on the stand during the night and splashed his face. Then he grabbed a washcloth and scrubbed at his neck and chest to clear away the sweat of the night.

			Four years ago, Haniel had run. He’d refused to see Ramiel. He’d returned his letters unopened. And he’d walked away again yesterday. It was time to accept that they were truly over. But Ramiel needed to apologize before he could finally lay it all to rest.

			And then… gods. Then he would let go of the one thing that had kept him going all this time: the thought that one day Haniel—the kindest and most honorable man he knew—might forgive him.

			He needed to find Haniel and talk to him. Not in his place of work, but somewhere private. He could make his apologies and then give Haniel the space he clearly still needed. And he had a good idea exactly where Haniel would be at this time of the morning.

			Rami pulled on a pair of leather breeches and a soft tunic, still surprised every time he dressed by the luxury of clean clothes. Then he made his way through the empty corridors of the barracks. He stepped quietly over the cobbled courtyard, past the long rows of stables, and out to the back fields as the first rays of sun highlighted the world in bands of golden light and long shadows reaching back from the surrounding woods. He passed the tournament ground with its tiered grandstands and combatants’ pavilions, moving further out to the open meadow where battle training took place.

			On the far side of the grounds was a huge spreading oak tree. When they were younger, Haniel had often meditated there with the dawn. During the day he would sit there, reading or working, sometimes watching Rami as he trained with the other Clibanarii. Gods. Those were the days when he’d get back to his room, sweating and dusty to find Hani already there, waiting, ready….

			Hell. Seeing Hani again was stirring up these thoughts. These needs. Desires that he had pushed away so ruthlessly all these lonely years. And it only got worse as he got closer. Hani was there as he’d hoped. As he’d wished. Except he wasn’t reading or studying or meditating. He was training.

			Haniel looked up, right at him, and faltered for a second, but then he turned his head away. He gripped a short spear in each hand, sweeping them in graceful arcs, flowing into a pattern of practiced steps and turns as the spears blurred in his hands.

			It was beautiful to watch. The powerful Nephilim healer, his chestnut hair swept back, stripped to his waist, his skin gleaming with the sweat of hard work despite the freshness of the air. Haniel had grown a beard since Rami had seen him last, and he’d filled out. The red-brown hair over his chest was thicker than before, narrowing into a defined trail and disappearing into his loose trousers.

			Ramiel stepped closer, remembering all the times he’d run his hand down that same trail. His nose. His tongue. Wishing—

			The two spears clattered jarringly against each other, and Hani hissed out a frustrated curse before letting his arms drop, weapons trailing. He looked tired, with dark rings under his eyes and his shoulders slumped.

			Their eyes met, and Ramiel almost took a step back. All his heated memories blew away. He knew Haniel didn’t want him anymore, but even after his failure the day before, he still hadn’t imagined Hani could ever look at him with such deep resentment.

			Haniel sighed, gathering the spears into one hand. “Can I help you with something, Major Ramiel?”

			Ramiel flinched. “I—” Gods. He knew he was never going to get what he really wanted: Haniel back. He would settle for anything. Forgiveness. Friendship. Whatever Haniel would give him. But he knew he couldn’t ask for any of that. Not yet. “I didn’t know you trained,” he replied, not knowing what else to say.

			“Well, it’s been four years,” Haniel spat. “I expect there’s a lot you don’t know.”

			He’d left it too long. Ramiel understood that. He’d stayed away, at first because the idea of coming back and not seeing Hani—knowing Hani didn’t want to see him—had hurt. Later, because his squad needed him. The Clibanarii on the border relied on him to keep them alive despite the king’s poor regard for strategy and selfish tendency to stretch the truth.

			During the long, broken hours of the night, he’d imagined having this conversation a million different ways, but now his mind was blank. “I wish I’d come back sooner. I could have trained with you… if you liked. I missed you,” he admitted softly.

			Hani laughed, a bitter, unhappy sound. “Right.”

			It wasn’t a lie—it didn’t buzz or vibrate inside his head—but it wasn’t the truth either. It was sarcasm or irony or something he didn’t understand. “What does that mean?” he asked.

			Hani wiped his face with his free hand. For a second, the hard look dropped, and he looked almost vulnerable, standing there in the early morning light, the sound of early birdcalls rising through the air around them. “I’m not a truth seeker,” he said eventually.

			Ramiel frowned. That made even less sense. “Of course not.”

			Hani shook his head as if he was explaining something obvious. “I don’t know when you’re lying to me,” he muttered. “I have to trust that you mean what you say. And I don’t.”

			Gods. That hurt. “You don’t believe I missed you?”

			Haniel balanced his spears against the tree and pulled on a cotton shirt he’d left hanging over a branch, his face pinched. “Why the fuck should I believe you?”

			Ramiel rubbed the back of his neck. Most people believed that truth seekers couldn’t lie—a belief encouraged by the justices of the assizes—and no one had challenged him for years. They knew he was the strongest truth seeker in decades and almost certain to be Justice of the Truth one day, and they assumed it meant he was held to a higher standard. Apparently, Haniel didn’t have that problem. “I wrote to you,” he offered.

			“No, you didn’t.” Haniel’s voice was toneless. But, once again, he wasn’t lying. And Ramiel didn’t understand it. He strode closer.

			“I did. I sent letters. You returned them unopened.”

			Haniel picked up his spears and slung them over his shoulder, the deep purple of his eyes burning with rage. “Are these letters like the dagger you wanted me to have? The most precious thing you owned, handed down from oldest child to oldest child in your family for centuries. The token that you wanted me to keep during the months you were going to be away so that I’d remember just how much I meant to you. Like that?”

			“Yes. I mean, no. The letters were… The dagger was…” Ramiel’s words faded as he struggled to find the right ones.

			“That’s what I thought,” Haniel muttered, and for a jarring moment, he was nothing like the man of Rami’s memories. He was older, more jaded. Bigger, and yet, beneath it all, somehow more fragile too. His laughing, joyful friend, his powerful lover, so full of life and vibrant optimism, was gone.

			Ramiel put out a hand helplessly, wishing he could do anything to bring back the past. Wishing he could find the words that would bring his Haniel back. “I hoped that we could try. That maybe we could be friends again.”

			Haniel looked strangely devastated. Torn even. But then he blinked, long red lashes sweeping down to cover his eyes, and when he met Ramiel’s eyes again, his face was carefully blank. “We can’t be friends.”

			“I’m sorry,” Ramiel whispered. Gods. That was where he should have started.

			Haniel’s hand clenched so tightly on the shafts of the spears he held that his knuckles went white. He took in a shuddering breath and let it out slowly. Took another. Eventually he whispered, “I forgive you.”

			Then, as if it had already cost more than he could bear to pay, Haniel spun away. He took a few steps, then stopped, looked back over his shoulder, and murmured, “I never got any letters.” His chest rose and fell as if he’d needed a long, deep breath. A second later, he was moving again, not quite running, back toward the temple.

			Ramiel watched Haniel until he was gone, and then let himself sag heavily against the tree. The entire conversation whirled and spun in his mind, the words repeating over and over. Words that were true. Haniel didn’t believe him. He didn’t get any letters. Gods and angels.

			It was only when he started his slow trek back to his room, when the droning in his ears started to build once more, that he realized his ears hadn’t buzzed once in the time he was with Haniel.


		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Haniel led the class of Clibanarii cadets through the massive conservatory. He didn’t sit beside the pond anymore, but it was still his favorite place in the complex. The glass roof and walls let in a rainbow of refracted light to sparkle on the small stream that meandered between the orchids, irises, and forget-me-nots and gave the lush ferns and densely planted hanging baskets a vibrant glow.

			He was teaching the cadets about healing plants. Herbs and flowers they could find in the forests of Brythoria if they were ever in need. Usually, he enjoyed this class. He liked teaching these young people about the natural remedies to be found all around them, and he liked spending time in the warm, fragrant space. But not today. Today he was off-balance in every possible way.

			Since his gift had first started to manifest, he’d been aware of the vitality—or lack thereof—of others. Their wounds and pains created areas of stillness and darkness in the swirling glow of their spirit, and he was drawn to help. To heal. But it was easy to get sucked in too far, until all he felt was other people’s hurts.

			It was why he loved starting the day by himself. Out beside the old, slumbering oak, the forest embraced him. The plants and little creatures of the earth filled him with the peace and joy of growth and life. He used that time to settle himself. To prepare himself to be surrounded by his patients, students, and all the people who needed him, who could so easily drain him entirely if he let them. That was where he raised his shields.

			After his time in Dudael, he’d struggled to find the peace he needed to meditate. He hadn’t felt safe enough to sit in silence. So, he’d switched to training with twin spears instead. Eventually, the spinning blades had become a new kind of meditation for him. As he concentrated on the blades, on his body moving through the air, controlling their graceful, lethal arcs, other thoughts faded. Fears and worries slipped away until he could bring his thoughts inward and focus on his defenses. He could make sure his mental walls were as solid as his physical defenses.

			Except today, Ramiel had interrupted that. He’d broken his concentration. Broken into his thoughts. Reminded him of the time they’d had together. Ramiel had come to him, looking so lost—and for a moment, so filled with need and want—that every instinct in him had clamored to go to him. Hold him. Protect him. Love him.

			But those were broken instincts, based on lies. Gods.

			Why couldn’t the bastard just leave him alone? He’d done it for four years, surely he could manage another four? But no. Instead, he’d been going on about forgiveness and being friends. Letters and daggers. He’d looked at Haniel as if he wished he could swim all the way into his veins, when they both knew that wasn’t what he really wanted.

			Haniel rubbed his eyes, wishing he could’ve at least had enough sleep before he had to face all of that. And to make it worse, today’s students were fractious and distracted, humming with whispered news and rumor. The hero of Staith had returned. Major Ramiel—the leader who had saved his squad again and again, who’d stood beside the king of Brythoria and read truth, who had fought valiantly to have the Nephilim recognized by the Council—had been called back to take up the position of Supreme Justice. He was the youngest Nephilim ever to hold the position. And, if the students were to be believed, also the most handsome, bravest, kindest… Fuck it all to the Abyss.

			It was bad enough that Ramiel was back. Even worse that he’d come to Haniel’s clinic and then his morning practice. And now even running classes wasn’t an escape.

			A loudly whispered argument broke out at the back between two of the older students, and Haniel paused in front of a raised herb bed, watching them meaningfully until they settled. But before he could begin the lesson once more, they were back to whispering, distracting everyone around them… and him. He raised an eyebrow. “Can I help you?”

			They shuffled their feet, caught somewhere between embarrassment and teen belligerence, and Haniel was about to give up and turn back to his lesson when the older of the two put his hand up.

			Sami was a good cadet, well-liked and respected by his peers, and powerful on the tournament ground. He had the potential to be a good leader one day, maybe a great one. However, no blessing had shown itself in his childhood. Like the great majority of Nephilim, his fourteenth birthday—the age when angel-gifted Nephilim were assigned their mentors, the age when Haniel himself had been sent away from his home to learn from the healers of Eshcol—had passed without any sudden revelation.

			Only one in twenty showed a blessing, and of those, many had gifts that were too subtle to form the foundation of any future vocation. But, still, Sami’s parents had wanted their son to claim some additional talent. They had been unable to see that their son was perfect, and valuable, exactly as he was. They didn’t recognize that every gift came at a cost. Many healers died very young, burned out and overwhelmed, while truth seekers learned cynicism and distrust. Haniel often wondered whether the gifts these parents were so desperate for their children to have weren’t in fact curses.

			But Sami’s parents didn’t see it that way, and for now, neither did Sami. All he knew was his family’s disappointment. In a lot of ways, he reminded Haniel of Rami. Sami had that same vulnerability, that desperate need to be perfect, to constantly prove he was good enough. The only difference was that Sami thought he’d already failed, and he had responded just as any teenager would: by sharing his frustration, shame, and anger with the world. Whatever his question was, it was unlikely to be comfortable.

			“Yes, Sami?”

			The cadet crossed his arms, lip curled. “Is it true that the healers have refused to endorse the new Supreme Justice?”

			Haniel pinched the top of his nose. “I’m not getting involved in any of that.”

			“But you’re a healer. Shouldn’t all the Nephilim be working together rather than undermining each other? Shouldn’t—”

			Haniel cut Sami off before he could spread more discontent. “These positions are never simply passed down within one family. First Healer Erel has argued that the nomination for Supreme Justice should be unanimous among the principal triad. The Justice, Healer, and Wisdom should debate the candidates and choose one together.”

			Erel was right, but Haniel didn’t say that. Only Cael would have the audacity to try something like this, and, unfortunately, he had the Wisdom on his side… just like he had four years ago.

			Sami sneered, puffing his chest out, and Hani braced himself. This was going to sting.

			“My father says that you’re the reason the healers have rejected the truth seekers,” Sami declared.

			And there it was. “I’m not involved,” Haniel repeated firmly. He couldn’t say it had nothing to do with him—Erel had been there four years ago. She had seen it with her own eyes, and that experience had almost certainly informed her decision not to endorse Ramiel—but he could, and did, stay out of it now.

			“But isn’t it true that you stole Supreme Justice Ramiel’s ancestral triple-bladed dagger?” Sami grinned as he spoke, but it wasn’t friendly. “The one his family passed to their eldest child in every generation since before the angels came? Wasn’t it your crime that caused this animosity in the first place?”

			It was tempting to shut Sami down and make them all turn back to their lessons, but that wouldn’t help in the end. This was not a fight he could walk away from. Ramiel was back, and it was going to come up, especially with the ceremony so close. Better to knock it on the head right now.

			He met Sami’s eyes. “Firstly, I never stole anything. Secondly, Major Ramiel is not the Supreme Justice of the Truth until after the swearing-in ceremony. And finally, as I’ve already said: I. Am. Not. Involved.”

			Gods, Haniel hated all this conflict. Cael had done this. He had shown that power begot power. He had modeled himself on the Apollyon nobles with their ranks and privileges and constant maneuvering, and others had followed. Now the temples were rife with infighting and political intrigue. It was no wonder young Nephilim like Sami were being taught to grab status any way they could.

			“That’s not true. I heard that the Clibanarii came for you, dragging you from the clinic in chains,” Sami taunted. “You were locked in Dudael and—”

			“Thank you, Sami.” Haniel cut through the student’s increasingly strident speech. He didn’t want to think about that day. He didn’t want to remember the humiliation or the pain. And he definitely didn’t want to think about how he got there in the first place. “If I had been guilty, I would not be here today, would I? I was accused—” Excited whispering broke out among the students, and Haniel held up a hand to silence them. “I was accused of stealing the blade. I spent a little over one month in Dudael before a special session of the assizes was called. I was questioned by three of the most revered truth seekers in our order, and all three found me innocent.”

			“But not Supreme Justice Cael, he—” Sami started, but Haniel had had enough. He took a step forward, raising himself to his full height. He was a healer, but he was also tall and broad-shouldered, even by Nephilim standards. He exercised with his spears every morning and helped lift patients all day. And he was a great deal stronger than he’d been four years ago.

			The students took a step back.

			“The Supreme Justice was recused,” he stated firmly. And that was all he was going to say about that.

			Gods. All these years. All this time, slowly rebuilding his life. And here he was again, facing the whispers and the derision. At least he wasn’t grieving a broken heart. He was never going to do that again.

			Another round of gossipy whispering broke out, and suddenly, he couldn’t bear to deal with them for one more minute. He gave them a last quelling look. “You are Clibanarii. Encouraging rumor and scandal is beneath you.” At least a few of them had the grace to look embarrassed. “Your assignment is to identify three plants that can be used to clean a wound and bring at least one of them with you next week.” He gestured toward the door. “You’re all dismissed.”

			The students hesitated, perhaps confused by the sudden end of their lesson. Perhaps hoping to learn something juicy to share. He waved them away again. “That means you can go.” They gave each other shocked looks, somehow imagining he couldn’t see them, but at least they finally left.

			Haniel sank onto a wooden bench and massaged the tight muscles at the back of his neck with his fingers. His ears had started ringing earlier, and now the buzzing was worse. It happened sometimes. Tuning in to other people’s bodies, looking for illness and hurt, made it easy to pick up some of their discomfort, despite his protections. None of his current patients had complained about their ears, but honestly, it might have been someone he brushed past in the corridor. Or maybe it was the stress of having Ramiel back. The man was determined to disrupt his life with rumors and whispers. And even worse, his apologies and promises. The uncertainty in his voice. And those lush lips that Haniel could remember kissing so very clearly.

			If he still prayed, he might have called on the angels for patience. But he didn’t. And, honestly, it wasn’t patience he needed. He needed to get away and get himself back under control. He’d needed space and time to push away all these discordant thoughts of Ramiel. The memories of betrayal and loss, and, lurking under those, the guilty recollection of skin and sweat, laughter and kindness, and amethyst-colored eyes staring into his.


		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			It was a beautiful dagger. The blade twisted sinuously, forming a deadly spiral with a lethally sharp tip, while the handle was carved from bone and set with dark gems. Family legend said that it was a gift from the archangels, a tool of justice, truth, and ancient judgment. It was beautiful, dangerous, and very valuable.

			And Ramiel didn’t want it anymore. He didn’t want this burden. He hadn’t wanted it since his father had placed it in his hands and told him to take better care of it in the future.

			He’d wanted Haniel to have the blade—his heart was Hani’s, as was his soul, and Rami wanted to dedicate his blessings to him too—but Haniel hadn’t wanted it. He’d given it back. Gods.

			Ramiel spun the dagger on its tip, watching the point dig into the wood of his desk, carving a small hole. It was a tiny rebellion, this small flaw in the perfection around him, but satisfying, nonetheless.

			He spun it again, irritable and unsettled. At the border, there had always been something he had to do. He’d had a squad counting on him, people to keep alive, and assizes to assist. If nothing else, he could run interference on the king. Here, no one needed him. They would carry on tomorrow much as they had yesterday, the smooth wheels of the complex turning as they always had. And the only person he wanted to see had taken one look at him and walked away. Not just walked away, fled. Twice.

			What had he expected? That, after all these years, Haniel would simply forget? Welcome him back with open arms? Gods.

			The air was full of scents and sounds that reminded him of Haniel. The soft burbling of a fountain they used to sit beside. The rainbow that sparkled through the conservatory windows, glowing on the huge ferns they’d hidden behind for their first kiss. The woolen blanket sliding on his skin like the one they’d shared for so many secret nights. Everywhere he looked, there was Haniel.

			How had Hani been here all this time, living with all these memories, without going insane? Ramiel dropped the knife and stood, pushing himself away from the desk. Haniel had obviously cut every one of those memories from his heart the second Ramiel was gone, that was how.

			Except… except he’d said that he didn’t get any of Ramiel’s letters. How was that even possible? His father had assured him they’d arrived in Eshcol and been delivered appropriately. And yet they’d all been returned to him in Staith, unopened, weeks later. It didn’t make any sense.

			Ramiel paced his room, running his hand through his hair, ignoring the relentless whining in his ears as it built to a buzzing drone. The more frustrated he got, the worse the ringing in his ears grew. He knew that. Knew that he had to try to relax or it would only get louder, but he couldn’t.

			He stalked out of his room, desperate to escape his thoughts. He wandered aimlessly at first. He had left his squad behind in Staith under a new commander, and he didn’t really know anyone other than Dara and his father anymore. Everyone he’d spoken to since he came back to Eshcol had treated him like some kind of royalty, but in his heart, he was just another battle-weary warrior, and he couldn’t bear another fawning conversation.

			The sounds of knives and forks clinking, the low hum of voices, and the rich, savory scent of dinner eventually drew him toward the mess hall. It was full of soldiers and students wearing the loose cotton trousers and tunics of men and women at rest and carrying wooden bowls filled with fragrant lamb and potato stew.

			Hani’s favorite. Damn it all.

			As he passed, Clibanarii soldiers raised their hands and called out in greeting, truth seekers dipped their chins, and a group of cadets whispered loudly, not even trying to hide their excitement. Several people offered spaces for him at their tables. Everyone wanted to speak to him, sit with him, be part of his circle, but none of them wanted to know him. Not one person had even asked him how he felt to be back.

			Ramiel made his way to the back corner where he could see his sister and a group of her friends already eating. She welcomed him to their table, and he found a small space on a bench with his back to the wall. An acolyte appeared almost immediately with a bowl of stew and a platter of fresh bread thick with yellow butter, and he smiled his thanks.

			Dara grinned at him across the table. “It’s good to see you, Rami.” Her eyes sparkled. “I see you’ve decided to come down to the mortal level and join us.”

			She was teasing… mostly. It was a new dynamic for them. She had deeply resented him when he had been offered the chance at Supreme Justice over her. But somehow, she’d let it go. She’d focused on rising through the Clibanarri and building a life here in Eshcol instead. They were friends, and he was so grateful for it.

			Ramiel shrugged and smiled back. “Where do the divine ones normally eat? I’ll make sure I go there next time.”

			Everyone laughed and went back to their conversation about their recent cases. Ramiel sat back, letting their words flow over him as he appreciated a hot meal with plenty of meat and vegetables, served on clean plates.

			He’d finished eating and was watching the gradual changeover of the crowd as diners finished and left to be replaced by new groups of hungry Nephilim, when it occurred to him that he’d seen soldiers and truth seekers, a variety of administrators, gardeners, clerics, the occasional wisdom… but not one single healer.

			He turned to Dara as the conversation lulled. “Where are the healers?”

			Dara finished chewing slowly as a strange silence fell over the table. “What do you mean?”

			Ramiel frowned. “I haven’t seen a single healer the entire time we’ve been eating.”

			Dara cleared her throat. “The healers prefer the refectory next to the library.”

			“But why?” It didn’t make any sense. Many of the healers worked in the infirmary in the barracks, and the rest had clinics in the adjacent wing. “Why would they walk all the way through the temple complex to eat on the other side?”

			One of Dara’s friends, a muscular Clibanarii called Zupphas who seemed particularly close to her, met Ramiel’s eyes. “There is some tension between the healers and the truth seekers.”

			Ramiel frowned. “What kind of tension?”

			Zupphas glanced at Dara and then back again. “You don’t know?”

			“Know what?” The buzzing was back in his ears, a low droning hum, not quite loud enough to block out the heavy beat of his heart or disguise the truth in Zupphas’s voice. “What don’t I know?” he asked again, unsettled by the pinched looks on the faces around him. “Dara?”

			She wiped her hands down the front of her legs nervously, and for a moment, he thought she might avoid the question once again, but instead she replied slowly. “There was a… disagreement. A healer was accused of a crime and kept in Dudael for nearly a month.” Her eyes dropped to the table. “Eventually, First Healer Erel pulled all the healers out of the infirmary and refused to treat any truth seekers until a special session of the assizes was called and the healer was given a trial.”

			Gods. The prison was filled with the criminals the rest of Brythoria couldn’t deal with, all of them vicious and cold-blooded. All of them already judged and condemned by the justices of the truth. But how did a healer end up in Dudael without a trial? “Where was the Supreme Justice in all this?” His words came out rasping as his throat clenched. There had only been one Supreme Justice in the last decade. Cael. His father.

			“He judged the healer himself. He sent him to Dudael.”

			Something about this was very wrong. “But what about the assizes?”

			“The Supreme Justice had deemed a trial unnecessary, and the Wisdom agreed. Later… when Erel got involved, he was recused,” Dara explained.

			“Why was he recused?”

			There was a long, painful silence before Zupphas replied. “He was too close to the case.”

			Gods. Oh, gods. He wanted to be sick. The buzzing rose to a roar. Here was the missing part of the story. Here was the answer to the questions he’d carried. Here was the source of the resentment and the hatred and the fear.

			 “Who was the healer?” The words scraped out of him.

			Dara shook her head, not meeting his eyes.

			“Who was the healer?” he demanded, forcing his voice louder.

			Her face twisted with pity and some other more complex emotion he couldn’t decipher as she finally looked up. “You know who it was.” 


		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Haniel dropped his spears to the ground and let his head hang. He’d only been out here for five minutes, the sun wasn’t even up, and yet his skin was tingling in a way that told him Ramiel would be with him in seconds.

			The future Supreme Justice strode over the dew-drenched fields and then stopped a few paces away—farther away than Haniel had expected—and gods, Ramiel did not look well. His face was pale. His hair was spiked on one side, flat on the other. His tunic was rumpled. And a darkness seemed to sit over him.

			There was no physical wound or illness that Hani could sense, but rather some kind of injury to Ramiel’s spirit. The healer in Haniel—and if he was honest, what was left of the man who had once loved Ramiel with his entire being—wanted to reach out and soothe him.

			Thank the gods his brain was in control now.

			“Where have you been?” Ramiel demanded roughly. “I’ve been to the clinic, the conservatory, to your rooms, the refectory… I’ve looked for you everywhere, again and again. For days.”

			Haniel sighed, holding in the rejoinder that Ramiel had disappeared for four fucking years.

			Ramiel must have heard the unsaid words, however, because he stepped closer, his voice breaking. “I know I left. I know I have no right. And I’m not… I will leave you alone, as you’ve asked. I promise. But I had to know that you were safe.”

			Gods. Apparently, they were doing this. “I went to Glevum. I stayed in the temple there and volunteered in the clinic.”

			Ramiel stalked away, dragging his hands through his hair, and then spun and strode back, coming far closer this time. Close enough to touch. Close enough for Haniel to smell his skin. To feel the warmth of his body as it shielded him from the gusting pre-dawn breeze.

			“Why didn’t you tell me?” Ramiel demanded.

			Haniel forced himself to stay exactly where he was. Knees locked. Spine straight. “Why the fuck should I tell you anything?”

			Ramiel flinched, hurt moving over his expression, but then he pressed forward, his face only inches away as he reached out to grab Haniel’s shoulders. “Why didn’t you tell me you were in Dudael?”

			Haniel laughed, the sound barking out bitterly between them. “There’s not a Nephilim alive who doesn’t know.”

			“I didn’t. I wouldn’t. I… gods.” Ramiel’s chest was heaving, his breath rough over Haniel’s face. “I didn’t know,” Ramiel whispered.

			They were almost the same height, and their gazes connected. There was no hiding from the torture in Ramiel’s eyes. He looked utterly vulnerable and devastated.

			Long moments passed, as they stared at each other, both frozen. Both searching for something. Was it possible? Could Ramiel genuinely never have known? Standing there, locked together in the gray light, Haniel would have sworn it was the truth. Would have sworn that Ramiel was just as distraught as he had been.

			And then, gods help him, Ramiel dropped his eyes to Hani’s lips. Suddenly Rami’s big hands felt like they were burning into his shoulders. Ramiel’s body was so close, and his own responded. The line of Rami’s jaw, the golden flecks within the amethyst of his eyes, the way he shuddered. It was as familiar to Haniel as his own breath, and for a heart-stopping moment, he wanted it all back.

			His body buzzed as his walls faltered. It would be so easy, so very easy, to lower his defenses. To feel something other than coldness for the first time in so very long. But then he remembered, and he forced himself a half step back. “Get your hands off me.”

			Ramiel’s hands loosened immediately. “Tell me you don’t want me to touch you, and I’ll go.”

			Fuck. Haniel cleared his throat. “I don’t want you to touch me.”

			Ramiel froze for a second, and then he pushed forward, his grip tightening once more. “That was a lie. Tell me the truth.”

			“I don’t want you to touch me.” Haniel tried to inject the words with all his rage, all his betrayal, but they came out rasping and breathless as his body reached for Ramiel. For the only man he’d ever loved. The man he’d wept for and wanted with every element in his body. All those feelings. All those wants and needs were still there, roiling and churning inside him. He wanted Ramiel to touch him as much as he didn’t want it. He wanted what they’d had back as much as he wanted to fling it all in Rami’s face and walk away.

			“Lie.”

			Haniel tried to breathe. Tried to find some kind of strength to push Ramiel away, but he couldn’t. All he could think of was those soft lips on his, how they’d lain together, night after night, closer than he could have ever imagined two people could be.

			“I don’t want you to kiss me ever again,” he whispered.

			 “Lie.” Ramiel slid his hands up Hani’s neck to cup his face, his grip firm, almost harsh. “Tell me something true, damn it.”

			Something true. Gods. What was even true anymore? He’d thought he would never see Ramiel again. His lover—his love—was gone. When he heard Rami was coming back to become Supreme Justice, he’d expected him to stay far away from the places that had once been theirs. The healers avoided the truth seekers, and the truth seekers avoided the healers. They never had to look at each other ever again.

			But now, here they were. Ramiel had sought him out again and again. Rami’s breath was on his face, his lips close enough to taste.

			His body didn’t care about lies and betrayal. His body remembered pleasure and it wanted. His defenses shuddered under the strain, and almost as if he knew, Rami chose that moment to whisper his name, a rough plea. “Tell me the truth, Hani.”

			His walls faltered and then collapsed. He couldn’t hold them. And then there it was, a surge of heat and awareness. Gods help him, the connection between them was back, flaring bright and strong.

			Haniel dropped his hands to Rami’s waist and pulled him even closer, close enough that their groins pressed together. Close enough that Rami could feel exactly how hard he was. Close enough that he knew Rami wanted him just as much. “That true enough for you?”

			“Fuck.” Ramiel groaned. “Kiss me, Hani. Give me this. Please.”

			Give Rami this? Or give it to himself? He could take what he wanted, just this once. Couldn’t he?

			Haniel tilted his head and closed his mouth over Ramiel’s. They shuddered together, the world falling away entirely for a long moment, and then suddenly they were devouring each other.

			He leaned back, pulling Rami with him until he was supported against the ancient oak tree, their mouths joined, bodies grinding roughly. It was breathless and intense, hot, wet mouths sucking and biting. Ramiel’s hands were in his hair, and his hands cupped Ramiel’s stubbled jaw as they poured years of frustrated need into each other.

			Rami skated one of his hands down Hani’s body and between them, tugging at the ties on his breeches, and suddenly a rough fist was gripping his cock, spreading the leaking precome down his length, using it to allow a rough twisting glide. Hell. Haniel’s body was on fire. His walls were gone. He could feel Ramiel everywhere.

			And then Ramiel dropped to his knees, looking up at him with those big amethyst eyes, and Hani couldn’t stop himself from running his thumb gently over his stubbled cheek. He had loved Rami so very much. More than he had admitted to himself afterward. More than he wanted to think about now.

			“Please,” Ramiel whispered.

			Fuck. It was every dream, every nightmare, come to life. He couldn’t stop this, and he didn’t want to. “Do it.”

			Ramiel leaned forward to take Haniel’s cock in his mouth. His potent, hot, wet, talented mouth. It had been so long. Fuck. It was too much, and not enough. Rami’s tongue swirled, sending sparks of pleasure rioting, then he pulled back to drop soft kisses over the head, taunting him, and Haniel couldn’t help his long groan. Gods. He was desperate to push his hips forward, but he held himself still.

			Ramiel hummed, taking him deeper, almost to his throat, driving pleasure up his spine in waves. Haniel sagged back against the tree, threading his hands into Ramiel’s fiery hair, their eyes locked. Ramiel’s hand on the base of his cock was so big, so familiar, and yet, so different. Calloused and strong from years of war. His mouth worked Hani’s cock, and then his other hand slid under his sac, tugging lightly, in time with the heavy pulls of his mouth.

			It was almost like pain, this aching rapture. Too many years of nothing and now this. It was utterly overwhelming. He pulled at Ramiel’s hair, dragging him away. “I’m going to come.”

			Ramiel’s eyes gleamed. “Gods. Finally… the truth.” And then he took Hani’s cock deep, swallowing and groaning until Hani was a shuddering mess, his hips thrusting forward, deeper and harder, ecstasy climbing over his body in waves as he spent himself into Ramiel.

			He closed his eyes, hardly able to hold himself up, and then Ramiel was there, gently tying his breeches closed, kissing him on his chest. Kissing his cheek, and softly on the mouth, and then pulling him into his arms, holding him tight.

			Emotion flooded through him. Confusion, fear, and uncertainty followed the blissful high, and he couldn’t help the sob that climbed up his throat. He gritted his teeth against it, but Ramiel must have felt something in him, because he held him tighter, rubbing his back and murmuring, “It’s okay. I promise. I’m going to fix this.”

			Somehow, it was the promise that made him move. How could Ramiel expect him to believe something like that? How could he possibly fix what he had done?

			Haniel pulled away, swiping at the ridiculous moisture in his eyes. He stumbled back, desperate to flee, and he would have tripped if Ramiel hadn’t put out a hand and caught him.

			What the fuck had he done? He pulled his arm away and rubbed it as if it hurt, and gods, in some ways it did.

			Ramiel nodded slowly, his face etched with fine lines of sorrow. His lips, still puffy and red, twisted down as he murmured, “I will fix this. You’ll see.”

			Haniel shook his head slowly. “That’s what you said the last time I saw you. Then I didn’t hear from you again for four years.”

			Ramiel blinked, his eyes wet and shining. “I’m sorry.”

			Haniel dragged the back of his hand over his eyes, wishing he couldn’t still taste Ramiel’s kisses, feel the ghost of his mouth. But he could, and he probably always would.


		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			How in hell was he supposed to fix this?

			Ramiel glared at the dagger where he’d flung it in a rage. He hadn’t intended to kiss Haniel. He’d intended to make sure he was safe. Gods. The last time Hani disappeared he’d been in Dudael, and Ramiel hadn’t even known.

			He’d planned to apologize again. To swear that he would, somehow, atone for everything. But then they’d been so close. Haniel had been right there, in his arms. And he’d needed him more than life.

			For a moment, he’d held Hani. For a moment, he’d had everything he ever wanted back, safe with him once more…. And then he’d had to look into the stricken eyes of the man he loved and had to watch the tears slide down his face, knowing he was responsible.

			He’d spent the rest of the morning locked in his room. Pacing. Tugging at his hair as he tried to find an answer. But all he found were more questions.

			His father’s voice churned through his head. “I promise I will make everything right,” he’d said. “Thank you for telling me. I’ll make sure justice is served.” Or, worst of all: “Do the right thing, son. Leave the man alone like he’s requested. Go to Staith, give him time, then you can come back when things are settled. Come back when he asks you to.”

			He’d been manipulated by a master. Lied to by the Supreme Justice. Lied to by his father, in a way he couldn’t possibly imagine or detect. Cael had used his sense of honor against him, knowing that Ramiel thought Haniel couldn’t forgive him for what had happened in the mess hall, knowing he would honor Haniel’s wishes and walk away.

			Gods and angels. And he had no proof at all. In a drunken fit of grief, he’d burned all the letters that had been returned to him. He’d told himself his tent was too small to share with the physical evidence of his pain. “Of course you can send your letters through me. I’ll make sure they get to the right place.”

			And now he needed that evidence. For Haniel, yes, but for all the Nephilim too. He couldn’t allow Cael to lead them for one more moment.

			But… something still didn’t make sense. Dara had told him that Haniel was sent to Dudael for stealing their family’s heirloom dagger. But the dagger was never used. Cael would never have known it was missing. It stayed, undisturbed, in a carved lock box that no one…. Fuck.

			Only one person knew of his plan to give the dagger to Haniel. The person he’d asked permission from because it belonged to her as much as him. Dara.

			He shoved his sword into its scabbard, flung a coat over his rumpled tunic, and strode out of his musty room, slamming the door behind him. His father wasn’t in his office, but a young acolyte of the courts told him that Cael was having lunch with his daughter in the mess hall. Of all bloody places. The angels certainly had a dark sense of humor.

			Cael and Dara were eating together at the back of the room, the same table she’d been sitting at the last time Rami saw her. He stalked across to stand in front of them, waving off the greetings and calls of the other diners.

			His father looked up with narrowed eyes, noting his rudeness with displeasure, and his sister looked pale and uncertain. But Rami didn’t care. He didn’t care about anything anymore. He glared at the man who had ripped his life apart. “You lied to me,” he spat.

			Cael leaned back, arms folded over his barrel chest, one white eyebrow lifted. “I never lied to you. You’re a truth seeker, son. You know when people lie.”

			Ramiel shook his head, the ringing in his ears was back and it clawed at his brain. “You told me Haniel didn’t want to see me. You let me believe I couldn’t find him because he was avoiding me. And you never once mentioned that he was locked up in Dudael with the worst criminals of Brythoria. You never mentioned that he had asked for me.” He dragged in a ragged breath. “You promised me justice.”

			Cael rose slowly to his feet. “I did get justice. That boy manipulated and used my son. He stole the most valuable heirloom our family owns. He deserved exactly what he got.”

			Ramiel’s ears were throbbing, but it wasn’t because Cael had lied. No. His father believed what he was saying.

			His chest was tight. His jaw clenched so hard the muscles burned. “Haniel didn’t steal anything. I gave the dagger to him. I told you this.”

			Cael’s face darkened, red blotches spreading over his throat. “You tried to protect your childhood friend from the consequences of his actions. That boy was poor, Ramiel. Poor as the dirt on the barren mountainside he grew up on. Of course he was tempted by the wealth you showed him.”

			“No.” Ramiel gripped the back of his neck, fighting against rising nausea. “That’s not—”

			“You promised me you would focus,” Cael spat. “You promised me you would not be distracted by relationships, that you would study and train and become the best Clibanarii truth seeker we’ve ever had. You had this incredible opportunity—for yourself and for all the Nephilim—to fight beside the king of Brythoria and make yourself valuable to him. You told me it was your priority.”

			Cael jabbed Ramiel’s chest with a rough finger. “When I learned that our ancestral dagger was missing, and I learned exactly who had it, I came straight here. I stood in front of you and that healer boy at that very table”—Cael pointed to a side table partially hidden behind a row of potted ferns—“I looked you in the eye and asked if you were together. There was only one possible reason you would ever have shared that treasure—if you loved him. I gave you a chance to claim him. And do you remember what you said?”

			Gods of the Abyss. Of course he remembered. He would never, ever forget. He’d looked up at Cael and shaken his head, firmly, as if the very idea was ludicrous, and then he’d said that he and Haniel were friends. He’d sat across from the man he loved—the man he’d begged to wait for him, who he’d given his family blade to only the night before—and denied the vast fullness of their love. It wasn’t a lie, not exactly, because they were friends. Haniel had been his best friend. But it also was a lie, because Haniel was so much more than that too.

			Haniel had been stricken. He’d stretched across the table, trying to touch him, but Ramiel had stood, stepping back, out of reach. He’d ignored Hani’s shocked hurt and concentrated on his father. “You have nothing to worry about, Supreme Justice,” he’d said. “I promise.”

			Gods and angels.

			“I didn’t know… I didn’t know what you were asking,” Ramiel whispered. The sounds of the busy mess hall swirled around him; rattling cutlery and clanking plates, scraping chairs, and raised voices.

			“You knew to tell the truth,” Cael hissed.

			He did know to tell the truth. Heaven help him. Haniel had been devastated. He’d told Ramiel he didn’t want to even look at him, let alone speak to him. Ramiel had chased after him, promising to fix what he’d done. But Haniel had walked away and shut himself in his clinic.

			Ramiel had spent the afternoon in the forest, alone, trying to stay away as Haniel had asked. Trying to find a way through the lies he’d told. He’d spent the night twisting and turning in his bed, and when he awoke he’d gone straight to Haniel’s room. He’d thought they could visit the Supreme Justice together, and he would claim the man he loved as he should have done. But Haniel wasn’t there. He wasn’t in the clinic, or at the oak, or in the greenhouses.

			He’d gone to his father then, alone. He’d immediately confessed, tried to tell him that Haniel meant everything to him. But his father had waved away his words. And then Cael had put the dagger in his hands and told him to take better care of it in the future. His father had said Haniel didn’t want it anymore. That he’d said Ramiel could keep it, and everything it represented. And he probably had. What else was he going to say when a squad of Clibanarii dragged him from his room?

			But no one told him that Haniel had been arrested. Perhaps they thought he knew. Perhaps they thought he’d planned it. Gods. Was that what Haniel thought?

			Cael had reminded him that a man of honor would listen when they were told to go. So he’d hidden in his room until the next morning and then he’d left for Staith as planned. He’d run away, broken-hearted and grieving. Knowing he’d fucked up, but not even beginning to imagine just how badly.

			He looked up at his father. The man he’d spent so many years trying to please. “You destroyed my life.”

			“I helped you,” Cael growled, his face a stony mask. “And this behavior is unsuited to your position here. I expect you to pull yourself together before you speak to me again.” He turned and stalked away through the mess hall, ignoring the stunned silence that surrounded them.

			Ramiel sank onto the nearest bench, his entire head reverberating. “I loved him,” he said brokenly toward his father’s retreating back.

			Dara sank down beside him and wrapped an arm around his shoulders. “No, brother, no, you didn’t. In the end, it was for the best.”

			He jerked out of her hold. “How can you even say that? I know that it was you…. You started all of this.”

			She let out a sad breath. “I told Father about the dagger, but not… not to get Haniel in trouble. I thought you’d admit how you felt and decline the position in Staith. I thought you’d stop sneaking around and decide to stay here with your lover.” She bit her lip anxiously before continuing. “They only needed one truth seeker on the squad. There was one opportunity to negotiate with the king, and we all knew whoever took that place would be the next Supreme Justice. It could have been me. I was so sick of being second-best. If you hadn’t been this… prodigy, I would have been the best. But you didn’t choose Haniel, don’t you see? You wanted to leave.”

			Ramiel stared into her eyes, so like his, trying to understand how it had come to this. “You left Haniel in Dudael!” He could hardly hear his own words over the buzzing in his ears. It rose, swarming and whirring, louder and louder until all he could hear was its roar.

			“No. I told Father that you’d asked me for the blade, but he wouldn’t listen. Eventually, I went to Erel. She got Haniel out.”

			“A month later.” Ramiel wrapped his hands around the back of his neck, trying to hold himself together.

			“I’m sorry,” Dara whispered.

			Gods. Ramiel could hardly process what he was hearing. He hadn’t merely told a lie or failed to hear a lie. His entire life was a lie. And the ringing in his ears was worse than ever before.

			The world spun slowly. Black spots crowded the corners of his vision, and his palms began to sweat. It was like dropping to the bottom of a heated lake. Everything twisted and shone, the pressure in his head growing heavier and more vicious until even blinking was agony.

			Dara’s lips moved as if she was speaking. She leaned closer, and they moved again. He shook his head, but the movement jarred his throbbing skull. Pain exploded behind his eyes, and he lifted his hands to tug at his ears, trying to release the pressure.

			Dara shook his shoulder, and he let go of his ears to push her away. He didn’t want her to touch him. Never again. But why was there blood on his hands?

			He stared at them as the blood on his fingers darkened. The world darkened. And then everything faded until only the roaring in his ears was left. And then that faded too. 


		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			He couldn’t help himself. Haniel gently swept a curl of ruby-colored hair off Ramiel’s forehead and then pulled the blanket up and tucked it around his broad warrior’s shoulders.

			He’d thought the worst thing in the world was sitting alone in a cell, hour after hour, desperate for a man who didn’t come. But he was wrong. The worst thing in the world was a frantic acolyte dragging him into the barracks’ dining hall to see Ramiel collapsed on the ground, head braced by his weeping sister, and blood seeping from his ears.

			Haniel sank into the wooden clinic chair next to the bed and laid a hand softly on Ramiel’s leg, gently probing for any other injuries or illnesses, sending out warmth and peace. He had discharged his other patients before leaving for Glevum, and they were alone.

			A flurry of voices and activity in the corridor distracted him for a moment, and he lifted his head, debating whether to go and tell whoever it was to keep it down. But he was too late, Ramiel’s eyes were fluttering open. He groaned softly, looking dazedly around the room. Haniel stood to get him a cup of water and then helped him to sit and take a few small sips.

			Rami leaned his back against the headboard, eyes slowly clearing. “How did I get here?”

			“You collapsed.” Haniel tried desperately to keep his voice calm. His clinic was a place of tranquility and healing, and usually, he had infinite patience. But not today. Today he’d had enough. His walls had cracked. Ramiel was back right under his skin and he was hurt. “What the hell were you thinking?”

			Ramiel rubbed the back of his neck. “I… I don’t know what you mean.”

			“You were completely dehydrated. You haven’t been eating. And you must have been in agony with the pressure building in your ears.” That was the part that he really couldn’t bear. How had he missed it? He was meant to be a healer, damn it all to the Abyss.

			Ramiel wiped a shaking hand down his face, his voice soft and uncertain. “Am I sick?”

			“No.” And if Haniel thought the gods cared, he would have thanked them. He’d sat beside too many deathbeds to take the risk lightly. “But as soon as I touched you, I felt the ringing in your ears. It was vicious. As best as I can tell, your truth-seeking gift has somehow become overwhelmed. It’s been attacking you instead of guiding you. I’ve never seen anything like it.” Hani slumped in his chair, scrubbing his hand over his eyes. “Why didn’t you see your squad’s healer? Or visit the clinic here?”

			“I…” Ramiel turned his head to look out the window for a long moment. When he spoke, his words were quiet. “I thought I deserved it.”

			Haniel stilled. “What do you mean?”

			The fountain splashed and burbled in the courtyard. Night had fallen, and a soft breeze stirred the curtains. But in the clinic, it felt as if a storm was gathering, dark and heavy.

			Ramiel turned back to face him, one hand on the back of his neck, the other gripping the blanket in a tight fist. “Some years ago,” he murmured, “I was sitting with the man I loved. We were laughing. There were people all around us, but all I could see was him. I was thinking about how much I cared for him. How desperately I was going to miss him. But then my father came. He walked over to us, and all the laughter stopped.” Ramiel pulled the blanket up to his neck, as if he was cold, his grip never loosening. “The Supreme Justice of the Truth looked me in the eye and asked me who that man was to me.”

			Haniel’s heart thudded in his chest so hard, it was as if his ribs were splintering. He didn’t want to hear this. Not ever. But he also did want to hear it. Had to hear it.

			“I sat there, remembering my promise to the Supreme Justice that I would stay focused. That I would stay single. Neutral. Impartial,” Ramiel continued. “I remembered promising him that I would go into the world and do what was right for the Nephilim. Do whatever it took to claim a place on the Royal Council. I had made these promises to the man who was both my father and my commander. But I had also promised the man I was with that I would come back to him, that he was important to me.” Ramiel’s voice shook. “And then I thought, we’re a secret. We’ve kept everything between us private. We can stay that way, just a little longer, and this will all work out. So, I told a truth that was also a lie. I said, ‘We’re friends.’ And the man I loved stood up, right there in front of everyone. His eyes were dark and sad, his hands stretched out as if he wanted to hold me, as he had a hundred times before.”

			It was so vivid, this picture Ramiel was painting. It was as if he was back there. Haniel closed his eyes, wishing he could fly away.

			But Ramiel didn’t stop. “My lover looked at me, and he said, ‘I love you, Rami. I thought you loved me too.’ And it burned. Because I didn’t know what to say, and I didn’t know what to do. It was the truth, after all. So I shook my head, wishing I could make it all disappear. And then I looked at him and I said, ‘You don’t know what I feel.’ And it was also true, because now he doubted what was between us. He didn’t know I loved him, because I had stolen the certainty from him. And my father nodded, whispering, ‘Truth.’”

			A tear slipped out and ran down his face until Haniel scrubbed it away. Cael had said “truth,” and it had stabbed him right in the heart. It had shattered him in a way that he hadn’t thought he would ever recover from.

			“My father said ‘truth,’ and it was,” Ramiel whispered brokenly. “But it was also a lie, because I did love him. And as I spoke the words, knowing they were true, knowing they were a lie, knowing I had twisted and manipulated everything, the ringing started.” Ramiel took a long breath, then let it out slowly. “And I knew I deserved it.”

			Ramiel let go of his blanket and reached his hand out to cover Haniel’s. “I left because it was what I thought you wanted. Before I went, I told my father that I’d given you the blade, and he promised to make it right. I hid away because I’d broken your heart and mine. And I didn’t know… I didn’t know what he’d done to you. I wrote to you every week for a year.” His fingers twitched, clinging to Haniel’s. “And I am so very sorry.”

			“Okay,” Haniel murmured, although his voice was strained and gruff. His whole body was strained and gruff. What else was he supposed to say?

			Ramiel gripped his hand tighter, leaning forward. “No one told me you were in Dudael, Hani. I would never have left you there. You know that, don’t you?”

			Did he know that? When it came to Ramiel, he honestly didn’t know a damn thing.

			Haniel gently pulled his hand away, trying to find some kind of stability, reaching desperately for the only thing he was certain of: how to treat a patient. He laid the back of his hand on Rami’s forehead, sending his awareness out to check that he was well, just for a second. Just to be sure. “I know you need to rest. Are you in any pain?”

			Ramiel blinked slowly, hurt shining in his eyes. “I wouldn’t have left, Hani. Please, tell me you know that.” Ramiel’s voice cracked, his energy fluttering unhappily.

			Haniel opened his mouth, wanting to say something reassuring. But he couldn’t make himself do it. Part of him was devastated, betrayed, and furious, wanting to unleash the rage and pain Ramiel’s story had dredged back up. Part of him wanted to weep over the man he had loved. The man he had reached out to, certain of his love, and been utterly rejected by. The man he had called for and wished for as he slowly lost hope. But another part, a tiny, hidden part of his soul, whispered that he had never stopped missing Rami, never stopped thinking of him and hurting because of him. That all he had ever wanted was for Ramiel to claim him. And now he had.

			No. It was too late for that. Haniel shoved his walls back up as high and as far as he could, ignoring the fissure-sized cracks and the way his hands trembled.

			Ramiel shrank back into the clinic bed, his face gray and exhausted, and Haniel forced himself to swallow the words meant to hurt. He couldn’t allow himself to do that. He had a broken heart and a bruised soul, but he was also a healer. He couldn’t pour his bitterness, his own raging internal conflict, over someone who was injured.

			Haniel counted his breaths in and out, calming himself, using the time to come back to himself. Then he forced his face into some semblance of its usual professional friendliness, although his cheeks felt tight and his lips were twisted.

			He could do this. He could say the words that were right. “You didn’t deserve to be tortured, Ramiel. You told a lie. People tell lies all the time—as you know better than anyone.” He cleared his throat, swallowing away the lump of conflicted feelings that was lodged there. “I’ve done what I can to ease the pressure. The bleeding has stopped, and I can’t sense a headache now. I do think it would help to speak to someone familiar with your… gift.” Damn, he’d almost slipped and said curse. “You should feel better, but I suspect that you need to make peace with yourself.”

			Ramiel watched him sadly. “Please don’t do this, Hani. Don’t treat me like any one of your patients.”

			Haniel shook his head. He had to treat Ramiel like a patient. It was the only thing holding him together. “I’m very sorry I didn’t realize what was happening earlier,” he admitted. “I should have helped more.”

			“You couldn’t have realized,” Ramiel replied tiredly. “It went away when I was with you.”

			Haniel had absolutely no response to that. He reached for the last tattered shreds of his self-control and clung to them. “Still. I should have realized. I was closest when you fell, which is why they called me. If you would prefer a different healer, someone without our history, I can refer you.”

			Ramiel grunted, reaching out to grip Haniel’s arm. His hand felt right there, strong and calloused. “I don’t want anyone else.”

			Haniel swallowed, his eyes glued to Ramiel’s big hand. He needed a moment to think. To process everything. “I’ll check on you a little later. Try to sleep.”

			Ramiel took his hand back, nodding tiredly, leaving only empty space between them.

			Haniel let himself out of the clinic and wandered slowly through the complex. Past the courtyards with their benches set for contemplation, down corridors decorated with sweeping murals of archangels and the ancient gods. He paused in a temple where geometric tiles formed swirling mosaics in reds and yellows, and mullioned windows held stained glass that cast rainbows over the ceramic floors. A choir sang, a harmony of voices that lifted his heart and broke it all at the same time. Or maybe that’s what Ramiel had done.

			Slowly he made his way to the law courts. A massive statue of the angel of Truth and Justice stood at the front, his face was stern—a deep frown etched into his forehead—and he held measuring scales in one hand, a fiery sword in the other. He looked just like Ramiel.

			By the time he got back to the clinic, he was certain Ramiel would be asleep, but he wasn’t. He had turned to lie on his side, staring out the window, somehow looking small and sad, despite his size. He had always been such a mix of contradictions. Strong and vulnerable. Honorable and imperfect. And Haniel had loved him.

			Haniel hovered in the doorway. Ramiel’s confession still lingered in the room, and it was difficult to go back inside. “How are you feeling?” he asked softly.

			“I’m fine. Just a bit tired.” Ramiel pushed himself up to sit, the blankets pooling in his waist.

			Haniel stepped closer and dropped his hand to Ramiel’s foot, searching through his body, checking and double-checking. He was tired but otherwise well enough. 

			Hani lifted his hand away and stepped back, already missing the warmth, that soft connection. “There’s no real need for you to stay in the clinic,” He admitted. “Just… please see someone if the ringing in your ears comes back.”

			Ramiel grunted, then turned to drop his feet to the floor. “I will. Thank you for everything you’ve done. You’re an excellent healer.”

			“That’s kind of you.” He watched Ramiel for a moment, both of them silent. “Do you need anything more?”

			“No, I’m fine.” Ramiel cleared his throat. “Thank you.”

			They were so stiff and formal. Gods, Haniel hated it. Was this it? After everything? Were they going to thank each other to death? He reached out, thought better of it, and held his hands behind his back, gripping them tightly. “Did you mean what you said before? About being friends?”

			Ramiel met his gaze, one hand coming up to wrap around the back of his neck. Was he also remembering those words? We’re friends. The words that had broken them. The words that still haunted them both.

			Ramiel dipped his chin slowly. “I meant it.”

			Haniel walked over to his desk and leaned on it, using its strength for support. “Okay. We can try.”

			Rami pushed up out of the bed, standing barefoot in his cotton undershirt. He still looked sad, but his shoulders had come down. He still looked vulnerable, but there was a new kind of determination in his eyes—as if he’d reached a decision and he was going to stand by it.

			“Thank you,” Ramiel whispered. “Your friendship means the world to me.” He looked away, out the window for a second, but then he looked back, directly at Haniel once more. “But in the interest of honesty, of only ever having truth between us, you should know that I still love you.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			I still love you. Ramiel had finally said it.

			Hani had shaken his head and discharged him from the clinic faster than Ramiel had imagined possible. But the words were still there.

			I still love you.

			His shoulders felt lighter, his ribs looser. He could breathe. He could hear birds and the babbling of streams. He’d slept that night, deeper and better than any night in the last four years. And he had woken with energy. With purpose. Gods and angels, he’d forgotten what that felt like.

			He dressed quickly and wandered out to the old oak where Haniel was practicing with his spears. “Hello, friend,” Ramiel called. “Can I join you for a while?”

			Haniel took a moment, but in the end, he muttered, “You’re welcome to stay.” And it was the truth.

			Ramiel stretched and then drew his sword, matching his morning practice to Haniel’s. Gods, it was so easy to slip back into harmony, into that easy, comfortable place where being together was right and good.

			They finished their exercises together and walked back across the fields, parting ways near the clinic. He didn’t say the words again, but his I love you was still there, between them, and that was right and good too.

			He went back to his rooms, cleaned up, and then worked through the various legal cases he was supposed to oversee. Without the buzzing in his ears and the pain in his heart, it was a hundred times easier. And it turned out that his ancestral blade made an excellent paperweight.

			The next day, he skipped morning exercise and instead visited the kitchens. At midday, he made his way across to the clinic and leaned against the doorframe watching Haniel work, soaking up the peaceful sense of wellness.

			“I know you’re there,” Haniel muttered without looking up.

			Rami stepped into the room, clasping his hands behind his back so that he wouldn’t reach for Hani. Or drop to his knees in front of him. He didn’t regret what had happened between them at the oak tree, but Hani did. They couldn’t go there again… not yet. Maybe not ever. And he would never do anything to jeopardize what they did have, ever again.

			“I wanted to invite you to lunch.”

			Haniel lifted his head to look at him. He didn’t say anything, but tension crept into the line of his neck and the way he gripped his pen like he depended on it to save him.

			“In the conservatory,” Ramiel added quickly, lifting the basket he’d brought with him. “I brought mutton pies and apples.”

			Haniel’s eyes moved to the basket, and Rami had to fight back the urge to fill the quiet with words. To explain that he had chosen something Hani used to like. That the kitchen had made it specially, and even then he’d spent twenty minutes arguing with himself about whether he could do something better. Bringing pies in a basket suddenly seemed very stupid. And Gods, wasn’t that ridiculous? He was a veteran soldier. A major of the Clibanarii. He could do this.

			Hani blinked, then carefully cleaned the nib and put his pen neatly away in a box on his desk before standing to join him. “I would like that.”

			Truth. The word whispered in his head, along with a wave of blissful relief. All he’d wanted when he came back was to have a chance to make things right with Haniel. And now, slowly, they were finding their way.

			They walked together down the corridor that led past the various clinics and courtyards and out toward the greenhouses. The corridors were wide and airy, filled with art and light, but his entire awareness was on Haniel beside him. The easy way their strides matched. Their hands swinging together. So close. Close enough to touch.

			They were almost at the conservatory when a group of students turned the corner in front of them. Without missing a beat, Haniel stepped further away, widening the space between them.

			Gods, the coldness of that chasm was vast and lonely. And even worse, he could remember all the times he’d dropped Haniel’s hand or made space between them. Was this what it had felt like for Hani every time?

			At least their old corner of the greenhouse was free. The pies were warm and succulent, rich with rosemary and thick gravy, and the apple wine he’d added at the last minute was crisp and cold. Ramiel focused on the food, his mind distracted and the pressure to say something interesting and insightful weighing heavily. What if this was his only chance? Yes, they’d made progress, but the past still lingered. What if Haniel didn’t want to see him again after this? The more he worried, the more difficult it was to think of even the most banal of conversations.

			After a few minutes of silence, Haniel took pity on him. “What was Staith like?” he asked, before taking a small sip of his wine.

			Staith was a cold, bleak army town, but the surrounding mountains with their dark lakes and sweeping pine forests were magnificent, and he enjoyed telling Haniel about the time he’d spent exploring. 

			“Did you meet any Verturians?” Haniel wondered.

			“Yes, and I found them honorable and valiant, fighting only to save their lands.”

			“So, you didn’t agree with the king then? About the war.”

			Ramiel finished his bite of pie, working through his thoughts. “The king is complex. He seemed to genuinely care for his kingdom, and he adores his wife, but he is also deeply selfish, largely unaware of the needs of anyone except himself, and perfectly happy to take the politically expedient path.” Ramiel hadn’t disliked him personally, but he’d disliked the war Geraint had committed the kingdom—and the Nephilim—to fight. “You were right,” he admitted. “The king was never going to give us a place on the Council. I honestly don’t know what my father thinks he’s going to achieve by going to Kaerlud.”

			Haniel looked up at him, the purple of his eyes even deeper, darker than usual. “I didn’t realize Cael was going to Kaerlud. Is that why you came back now?”

			“Yes. I… He recalled me.”

			“Oh.” Haniel nodded slowly.

			“I thought you knew I came back to become Supreme Justice?”

			“I did. I guess I thought maybe you’d asked to come back. That you’d realized….” Haniel wiped his hands on his breeches and started to pack things away. “It doesn’t matter.”

			Gods. Ramiel was about to lose him, and then this really would be the last chance he got. “I didn’t think you wanted me,” he blurted.

			Haniel paused, a wooden plate clenched in his fist, not looking at him, but listening. For the first time, he was really listening.

			“I thought you’d have moved on,” Ramiel admitted quietly. “I didn’t think I could bear it, if I had to watch…” He let the words trail away. He still couldn’t bear the thought.

			Haniel started moving again, but more slowly. The stream chuckled and gurgled beside them, and Ramiel knew that if he was going to ask the question he really wanted to ask, he had to do it now. “Would you come with me tomorrow? To the swearing-in ceremony?”

			Haniel sighed, his face tightening. “I don’t—”

			“If you don’t want to, that’s okay,” Ramiel interjected softly. “I understand.”

			Haniel settled back onto the bench, scrubbing a hand down his face. “Rami, has your father told you about the disagreement between the healers and the truth seekers?”

			“Dara told me the healers don’t eat in the mess hall anymore. That there is some conflict.”

			Haniel sighed, but he met his eyes, and when he spoke, it was all truth. “The healers dislike the way your father uses his power. It started with me. But now—” He shook his head roughly. “Gods. I shouldn’t be the one to tell you this.”

			“Tell me, please.” Ramiel leaned forward, wishing he could take Haniel’s hand. “I trust you more than anyone else here.”

			Haniel winced, but he continued. “Since the first days of Eshcol, all three members of the triad—Supreme Justice, First Healer, and Prime Wisdom—have selected their replacements together. Unanimously. And only after considerable consultation.”

			“My father didn’t do that, did he?” Ramiel said quietly.

			“No. He decreed it should be you, and the Wisdom backed him.”

			Gods and angels. That was… He didn’t even know what that was. Cael was manipulating the entire Nephilim community just like he’d manipulated him and Haniel. 

			Ramiel’s stomach clenched as he realized something even worse: he had done exactly the same thing to Haniel. Never quite lying, but constantly maneuvering. Gods. He’d tried so hard to please his father that he’d started to become like him. And now Cael was handing the vast privilege of becoming Supreme Justice to him as if it was just another family possession.

			He needed to think. He needed to work out how to handle this. But first, he needed to understand what Haniel was saying. Deep inside him, he needed to know that Haniel was staying away because he didn’t support Cael, not because he couldn’t bear to stand beside Ramiel. “Is that why you won’t come?” he asked.

			“It’s not that,” Haniel replied. “I’m not involved in this. I stay out of it.” He sighed. “I didn’t want to be a rallying call for either side.”

			“So you could come?” Gods. He couldn’t disguise the note of hope in his voice.

			“I’m sorry, Rami, but I always have a clinic on a Friday.”

			“Oh.” Ramiel bit his lip. “Is there anyone else who could—”

			“It’s in Dudael,” Hanel stated, his voice tight.

			“It’s where?” The words slipped out, more aggressive than he intended. Why was Haniel going back there? It wasn’t safe. And gods… why hadn’t he spoken to Haniel about this? Why had he spent all this time answering questions about the mountains in the north instead of learning about Haniel’s life?

			“It’s in Dudael,” Haniel repeated as he stood, clearly ready to be done. 

			Ramiel looked up at him, reaching out to put his hand onto Haniel’s arm, hoping to hold him, just for a minute. “I’m sure they’re grateful. I know they must be. But… why?”

			Haniel swallowed, but he didn’t throw him off. “When I was… imprisoned,” he said, almost too quietly to hear, “I was afraid. I was weaker than everyone else, and I was surrounded, bombarded by the darkness in their souls. They had come from all over the kingdom, and what they knew—all they knew—was brutality. It ate at me, cut into me, on all sides. At first, I was heartbroken. I stayed in my cell. I prayed, and I kept hoping that you—” He cut himself off, shaking his head heavily. “When I realized I was alone, when I finally understood that no angel, no savior was going to descend and help me, I knew had to do something to survive. Healing is what I knew how to do.”

			Gods. “Did they…? Did you…?” He didn’t know how to ask, and he was terrified of the answer.

			Haniel’s gaze softened. “Nobody hurt me. At first, I hid away. The guards are… good. On the whole. They’re Clibanarii, trained with honor. And then I proved my value. The people in there are often hurting. Often alone. Many are diseased. I could help. They came to me for healing, and the rest of the time they left me alone.” Haniel turned to face him directly. “I understand them, and I’m not afraid to visit, so I run the clinic there once a week.

			“You’re a good man,” Ramiel whispered.

			Haniel chuckled sadly. “No one is wholly good or bad. But I try to do this.”

			Ramiel sat, looking up at Haniel. Somehow, during their conversation, he’d lifted his other hand, and now he gripped both of Haniel’s arms. They were close enough that he could see the browns and golds in Haniel’s beard, the fine lines beside his eyes.

			He had loved Haniel for years, but it was only in this moment that he truly appreciated him. Truly realized just how strong he was. They had a chance to become friends. And maybe he was about to destroy that chance. But he had to ask one more question. “Can I kiss you?”

			Haniel’s throat moved as he swallowed. “Why?”

			“Why? Because you’re the best man I’ve ever met. Because I’ve spent my life focused on never failing, while you’ve spent your life trying, no matter what. And look at what you’ve achieved. You’re incredible. Because being here with you makes me feel alive for the first time in years. Because I wish I’d held your hand when I had the chance. Because I lo—”

			Haniel leaned forward and cut him off with his mouth. And thank the gods. This was what he needed. Haniel’s mouth on his. Haniel’s body in his hands, muscles sliding as he moved closer.

			Haniel tilted his face, taking the kiss deeper, harder. He leaned down and settled his hands on Ramiel’s legs, gripping tight. Gods. Those firm, commanding hands. Ramiel wanted to slide down, right there on the bench, and give him everything.

			Haniel’s beard scratched against his face, and a vision of that beard scraping over his thighs as Hani swallowed his cock made him groan. But fuck, it was the wrong thing to do, because Haniel pulled back, lips pink and swollen, his eyes full of uncertainty. He took a step back from Ramiel, dragging his hand down his face. He was disheveled and flushed and so very beautiful.

			For a moment, one beautiful, golden moment, they had been together. If he’d just admitted who Haniel was to him all those years ago, they would have had this. Rami’s eyes prickled, and he looked away, blinking hard.

			“Fuck.” Hani reached out a hand and wiped the moisture away with his thumb, a last, gentle touch on Ramiel’s face.

			“I’m sorry.” Ramiel tried to smile, but it was a small, broken thing.

			“It wasn’t your fault,” Haniel muttered. “You have nothing to be sorry for.”

			“I’m sorry I wasn’t strong enough to deserve you before,” Ramiel whispered. “I’m sorry I failed you so badly. I’m sorry I’ll never get that chance again.” He took a deep breath, and then stood, smoothing down his rumpled tunic. “You were right the first time. We can’t be friends. Because I still love you, and I’ll never deserve you.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			I’m sorry I failed you. I’m sorry. I failed you.

			The words twisted and turned, repeating in Haniel’s head. He’d told Ramiel he forgave him, and in some ways he had. But, mostly, he’d been fooling himself. He’d been trying to convince himself that he had moved on when the truth was that he hadn’t. Deep in the shadows of his heart, he had worried that he never would.

			Haniel leaned his head back against the old oak. Early morning dew was soaking into his trousers, his spears abandoned in the grass. He couldn’t make himself move to pick them up. He’d returned to his clinic after their disastrous picnic, feeling older than he ever had. Older and more heartbroken. And he had spent the rest of the day and night adding guilt and self-loathing to the mix.

			I’ll never deserve you.

			He’d let Ramiel walk away, looking as if something inside him had died. Haniel rubbed his chest. Gods. Something inside him had died too.

			He’d been fine. He’d been doing… well. He had his clinics. His practice. His protections. His walls. But that kiss… that fire, burning down his shields. Leaving him open and vulnerable. Making him feel fully, profoundly alive.

			No. He didn’t want it. Ever again. He couldn’t risk it.

			Ramiel’s hands had gripped his arms as if he would never let him go, ever again. He’d looked up at him again from the bench, his face glowing, amethyst eyes wide, and it had taken Haniel everything he had not to fall into him and beg him to stay.

			I still love you. I still love you.

			A sob rattled in his throat as he pressed the heels of his palms into his burning eyes. He hadn’t cried in Dudael. He hadn’t cried when the guards came and told him Ramiel had left for the north. He hadn’t cried when First Healer Erel had come to see him and he’d finally been able to tell someone the truth of what had happened. He hadn’t cried during his trial. Or when he was cleared and released.

			But he cried now.

			He cried because somehow, despite everything they’d said, he’d thought Ramiel would come to train with him before dawn, but he hadn’t. He cried because the rage that had sustained him for all these years was gone. And what did he have left? Nothing. A long, lonely life ahead of him. Years of watching Ramiel struggle with his sense of failure. Watching others find love and joy. Watching Ramiel become Justice of the Truth as Cael had always planned, but never believing himself worthy. Sinking deeper into bitterness. Seeing only the curse and never the gift. Watching Ramiel.

			You’ve spent your life trying.

			Where did curses end and blessings begin? Who made that choice?

			Haniel looked up, through the branches to the pale sky above. A few stars still shone in the early morning sky, and a fresh breeze carried the scent of the trees. Beech and ash and yew.

			He hadn’t spoken to the angels in years. He’d ignored them and the gods. But now he looked up and he remembered how much beauty there could be.

			So much was wrong. With the Nephilim, with the Triad, with him and Ramiel. I still love you, and I’ll never deserve you.

			Could he try once more?

			Haniel stood slowly and wiped his eyes. He picked up his spears and settled them on his shoulder. He had a clinic to get to, and then healers to meet. The ceremony to announce the new Supreme Justice would start soon… and everything about it was wrong. 


		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			The courtroom was packed. People bowed and smiled and congratulated Ramiel. In a few minutes, he would be the youngest Supreme Justice of the Truth ever recorded.

			Cael was smug in his victory, resplendent in his white and gold robes, loudly discussing his plans to become indispensable to the king. How he would succeed where Ramiel had failed, and how he would soon have a place on the Royal Council.

			Ramiel ignored his father’s backhanded compliments and the whispers around him. His ears were silent. After so many years of constant humming, it was almost disorienting. People laughed and talked and moved around him like eddies in a stream. The room was full of truth seekers and wisdoms. But there was not one single healer. And he had never been so lonely. Or so certain of what he had to do.

			The room itself was stark. A row of tall statues—angels carrying scales and swords—lined the walls, intimidating and regal, but even they were gray and austere. Every truth seeker was different in how they sensed lies, and the courts reflected that. There were no possible distractions: no plays of light, no scents, no plants, no splashing fountains.

			He was alone, and the room was bleak, but it felt right. He had lain on his bed through the long hours of the night, and, for the first time, he realized that it didn’t matter if he failed. He didn’t regret telling Haniel he loved him, even though he would never hear it back. He didn’t regret the time they’d had together, then or now. And it didn’t matter what came next, because he had once had the love of a man he admired with his whole heart. From now on, every time he made a decision, he would ask himself, ‘What would Haniel do?’ And then he would try to do that.

			He had betrayed his gift, and it had retaliated. But it had never abandoned him. The gods and angels had been with him all the time, waiting for him to see the truth.

			An usher began leading people to sit on the rows of polished benches, calling for silence. He watched as Dara made her way to the front row. They hadn’t spoken since that day in the mess hall, and he couldn’t imagine what they might say to each other, but he had forgiven her nonetheless—she had only done what she’d been taught to do all her life. Just as he had. She lifted her hand uncertainly, and he waved back, offering her a small smile. A look of surprised relief crossed her face, then she smiled back, and for the first time he didn’t feel quite so alone.

			His father called him, and Ramiel made his way to the low stage at the front of the room and turned to face the audience. This was it. Cael would step down, and Ramiel would take his place, just for a few moments, so that he could do what must be done.

			He lifted his chin and widened his stance. He wasn’t perfect, but he wanted more for the Nephilim than his father ever had. And if he’d learned anything, it was that he had to speak his truth.

			Cael spread his arms to welcome the assembly. His voice droned on about justice and glory. How Ramiel would take his place as he continued their bid for power in Kaerlud. How their family would stand united to lead the Nephilim. It was wrong. All of it. His father thought he would control him from a distance, but he would soon find out that Ramiel no longer played that game.

			And then the door opened, and Haniel came in. Not only Haniel. He was at the front, but behind him came a long line of healers. Old and young, bearded and smooth, bright and tired, wearing robes of blue and pink and white and red and every shade imaginable. They spread out down the walls, like flowers blooming on a thorn tree.

			Gods. Haniel had come after all. And he had brought the healers. It meant more than Ramiel could possibly say. It gave him hope for the future. And it was right that they should be here for this.

			Cael glared at the newcomers, but he didn’t falter as he turned and waved Ramiel forward. “I welcome Supreme Justice Ramiel—”

			“Not our Supreme Justice.” A loud voice rang out over the crowd. It was one of the healers, his face dark with emotion. Ramiel’s heart thudded loudly. There was so much anger swirling through the room. Anger and betrayal. He didn’t have Haniel’s gift of sensing the spirit, but he could feel it nonetheless.

			“His promotion has been approved by a majority vote of the triad,” Cael stated loudly.

			“There’s no such thing,” First Healer Erel stated coldly. “We either agree or we don’t.” She turned her frown on the Prime Wisdom. “You should know better.”

			The Wisdom scowled. “The decision is made.”

			Erel drew herself up, eyes flashing. “Nothing is ratified. Today, a healer reminded me of who we are. He reminded me that we are Nephilim. We don’t hide when a travesty is being committed. We make these decisions together. He reminded me of the importance of truth.”

			Haniel stepped up beside Erel, taking his place with the healers. And gods, it burned.

			For a moment, he’d thought that Haniel was there for him. His presence had comforted him, giving him a sudden flare of hope that maybe they had a chance after all. But instead, Hani had brought his colleagues to disrupt the ceremony. To fight against it. It hurt, but he couldn’t complain. They weren’t wrong.

			Haniel opened his mouth to add to Erel’s proclamation, but Ramiel stopped him with a gesture. “May I say something?”

			Haniel looked deeply conflicted, but he nodded his agreement.

			Ramiel gazed down at Haniel’s precious, frowning face. Gods, he loved him. And, even though it was over now, Haniel had loved him back. That was what he had to remember. “Father, Wisdom Jophiel, do you agree that I am the new Justice of the Truth? Is that final, here in front of all these witnesses?”

			“Yes, as I already said—” Cael started.

			Ramiel cut him off. “Wisdom?”

			“Yes. You are the Supreme Justice.”

			Erel took a step forward, her face flushed as she prepared to disagree and a multitude of voices began to rise, but Ramiel spoke across them. “Thank you.” He smiled softly, a genuine smile, because, finally, he was truly himself. “Then my first act is to forbid truth seeker Cael from approaching either the king or Council of Brythoria. We will send someone to Kaerlud when the time is right, and that time is not yet.” As he spoke, a strange little breeze shivered up his spine, raising goose bumps, but he ignored it as his father thrust himself forward, voice raised in angry dissension.

			“You can’t do that! You—”

			Ramiel lifted his hand and gestured for a pair of Clibanarii to hold Cael back. Clibanarri he’d fought and bled beside, who he trusted with his life. “No, Father. You are no longer Supreme Justice, and you never will be again. You have no power here.” His father sputtered and complained, but Ramiel didn’t look that way. Instead, he ran his eyes over the crowd. “And my second act is to resign. Thank you. I wish you all only good, and I ask the angels to help you find the right Justice of the Truth. Someone who represents all of you. Someone who believes in all of you, as I do.”

			A multitude of voices called out at once. Erel was sputtering, truth seekers and wisdoms shouting, his father complaining viciously, but one cut through them all. “No.” Haniel’s deep voice rang out. “Shut the fuck up. All of you.” And they did.

			Silence settled over the room until it was utterly still. Haniel strode forward. He was wearing purple robes trimmed with gold, and he could have been an archangel himself with that look of righteous fury on his face. “I gave you all a chance to speak, and now it’s my turn.” He glared at the healers. “I didn’t ask you to come here to undermine Ramiel. I asked you to endorse him. His father has manipulated and corrupted this process, but that was not Ramiel’s doing.”

			Gods and angels. Ramiel took a deep, shuddering breath. Haniel had come to endorse him. That was… He was… Gods.

			“Ramiel has earned this chance,” Haniel called, glaring at the audience around him. “And it is not up to any of you. I’m sick of politics, and I’m sick of divisions between us. I’m exhausted by the way our gifts have become curses. When did the Nephilim begin to rely on nepotism and manipulation? When did we start fighting for power like dogs on a bone? The position of Supreme Justice of all the Nephilim is not an ornament to pass around.”

			Haniel swept his gaze over the crowd. “Call upon the archangels—not for your own selfish desires—but to ratify the truth. Let Ramiel stand and answer this call. Not because his father wishes it, but because he is the strongest truth seeker in this generation. Because he has protected his men and women again and again. Because everything he does, he strives to do with honor. Because he would die for every one of you. And because he loves you.”

			He turned and held out his hand to Ramiel. “What do you say, Major Ramiel, will you answer the call for all the Nephilim? Will you answer it because you are worthy?”

			Gods. He’d been burned clean, and now there was nothing left in his heart except the truth. “Yes, I will stand for the vote.” Slowly, the words came to him. “I call upon the archangels and the ancient gods that were here long before the Nephilim came. I ask them to stand witness.”

			The room was utterly silent. No one moved. That same strange little breeze whispered through the room, and he almost thought he heard a deep sigh roll over him, as if a great presence had turned its attention fully toward him. Another swathe of goose bumps broke out over the back of his neck and arms, and this time he let the feeling settle.

			“I’m the strongest truth seeker in this generation, but I’m not perfect. I’ve made terrible mistakes—” He took in a slow breath and met Haniel’s eyes over the crowd. “—but I’m trying to do better. A great man gave me his love, and it’s the most important thing I have. Whatever happens, wherever I go, I carry that love with me. I may fail sometimes, but I will keep trying to do the best I can. And that is what I would do for you, if you’ll accept me.”

			No one responded. For a long, silent moment, he thought it was all over. Everything that had happened to bring them to this moment, here in front of the angels and the gods, had been for nothing. But then Haniel spoke, his voice rich and deep and certain. “I will accept you.”

			From the front row, his sister murmured, loud in the stillness. “Truth.” And then she turned to face him, and she smiled. “I will accept you.”

			More voices joined them. More and more whispers of “Truth” and “I will accept you.” Until everyone had spoken, and finally, the room fell quiet once more.

			Ramiel bowed his head, acknowledging the responsibility they’d given him and the faith they had in him. Deep inside his soul, he felt a burst of love and approval, a sense of powerful belonging, and when it lifted he was lighter than he’d ever been. 


		

	

			Chapter 12

			Haniel stood in the corridor uncertainly. He’d done what he needed to do. He’d known it was the right thing even before he felt the power moving through the room. The soul-deep sense of love that was the touch of the angels.

			Ramiel was the Supreme Justice because that was as it should be.

			And now… now he didn’t know what to do next. He didn’t want to go back to the oak tree, the greenhouses, or even his clinic. He’d drifted through the temple complex and somehow found himself here, outside the barracks mess hall. But he couldn’t make himself go inside.

			People brushed past him, looking at him curiously as he lingered in the doorway. A few nodded in greeting. Several whispered.

			Fuck it all. What was he even doing?

			He started to turn away, to go back to his rooms. To his safe place. But a deep voice behind him made him pause. “I didn’t think to look for you here,” Ramiel murmured.

			He almost laughed at that. He wouldn’t have predicted this either. He turned then, to face the man who had destroyed him so thoroughly. Ramiel was sweating slightly, as if he’d run. As if, maybe, he’d already been to all the other places he thought Haniel might be.

			“I brought you a gift,” Ramiel said softly, the corners of his mouth twitching up into a small smile.

			Haniel couldn’t help his bark of helpless laughter. “Is it an ancient blade, bestowed by the angels and handed down from oldest child to oldest child for generations?”

			“Ah… no. I gave that to my sister. Unless you want it?” Ramiel asked sheepishly.

			“Fuck, no.”

			“Oh, good.” Ramiel smiled. Then he slowly drew his sword and handed it, hilt first, to Haniel.

			He gripped it uncertainly. “Why are you giving me your sword?”

			“Because it’s the only thing of value I own. Because you have my loyalty as well as my love, and my sword represents that. But mostly because you have always been my safe place, and I want to earn the right to be yours.”

			Haniel closed his eyes for a moment as he whispered, “I would like that.” Then he turned the sword and handed it back. “Will you keep it for me?”

			“Always.” Ramiel bit his lip. “You said that I’m worthy, and I wondered…. Why did you do it?”

			“I told them the truth,” Haniel replied. “You are worthy.”

			Ramiel stepped closer. He lifted his hand slowly, carefully, to cup Haniel’s face with such reverence that it almost made him start to weep once more. “You said that you accept me.”

			“I do.”

			Ramiel nodded, stepping even closer. “As Justice of the Truth?”

			“Yes.”

			Ramiel lifted his other hand to frame Haniel’s face completely. “As a friend?”

			“Yes.” It was hard to say, but it was also the truth.

			The world seemed to quieten. Nothing moved. They were locked together in this breathless moment.

			“I don’t want to do this on my own,” Ramiel whispered, voice breaking. So vulnerable and unsure. This big, powerful man, courageous, kind, the Supreme Justice of all the Nephilim, gifted by the angels… who maybe only Haniel ever truly saw.

			“Do what?” Haniel asked although he would give Ramiel whatever he needed. In the end, he would always protect him.

			“Anything. Everything. I only want to do it if you’re beside me.” Ramiel smiled, and it was beautiful. “I love you,” he whispered.

			“I will stand beside you,” Haniel replied softly. And then, because it was true—because no matter how deeply he’d buried it, how high and strong he’d built his shields, he’d never stopped—he added, “I love you too.”

			“Thank you. Gods. Thank you.” Rami’s eyes glistened, and Haniel couldn’t stand to be so far away from him, not for one more second. He threaded his hands through that fiery hair and lowered his mouth to take Rami’s.

			Ramiel opened immediately, wrapping himself around Haniel right there in front of the mess hall where everyone could see. The last of his inner shields fell away as Haniel lost himself in Ramiel.

			He was blessed. They were blessed. It was a choice. And they had chosen each other and their love. Forever.
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Blood Tribute

			by Vela Roth

			As the unmarried, female heir of a long line of holy knights, Nora has only one hope of continuing her family’s legacy. She must become a dame in her own right by slaying a fanged, immortal Hesperine. To trick the powerful creature into drinking poison from her veins, she promises him a tribute of her blood for three nights. But the alluring heretic will accept on only one condition. If Nora can’t resist his seduction, she must let him transform her into one of his kind. Will she survive their dangerous bargain and make her kill - or lose both her virtue and her humanity?

			
Tropes: naughty good girl x bad boy with heart, fast burn, who did this to you, traumatic pasts, hurt/comfort, fated mates.

			Trigger Warnings: Physical and emotional abuse by a parental figure, religious shaming, characters dealing with grief and trauma, sexual biting and blood drinking, light blood play.



	
		
			ONE - A PROFANE BARGAIN

			Nora knew where to go looking for the Hesperine—in the place where one of his kind had slaughtered her parents.

			She hiked down through the woods with only the moons to light her way. She tried not to jump at shadows. Hesperines were always lurking in the darkness, yet impossible to detect. Until it was too late.

			Seeking one out was a death wish. But what did she have to lose?

			Nothing. Everything.

			Her breath came faster, the late summer chill biting into her chest. The Hesperine would hear her heart pounding. He would smell her fear.

			But the heretic wouldn’t be able to sense the magic in her father’s knightly dagger. The scabbard dug into her leg, securely hidden under her skirts. As long as she wielded Arceo, the Blade of Protection, the relic would keep the Hesperine from manipulating her thoughts with his profane magic.

			But he could still drink her blood.

			She swallowed hard. It was the only way. Her plan depended on him sinking his fangs into her.

			To strengthen her resolve, she glanced behind her at Castra Gloria, visible on a craggy rise above the treetops. Her beloved, decrepit fortress was all she had left. She could not lose it, too. She could not let her family’s legacy end with her.

			She was a woman, ineligible to become a holy knight. And incapable, it seemed, of fulfilling her most basic duty of securing one for a husband. There was only one way the Knightly Order of Andragathos would let her keep her inheritance. She, the last and least worthy of her line, must somehow prove herself worthy to be a dame in her own right.

			By the gods, she would kill the Hesperine with her own hands. And she would survive it.

			Nora faced the darkness and pushed forward.

			When she came to the edge of the clearing, the familiar scene was a shock. Disjointed memories from six months ago flashed through her mind. Her father’s body falling. Her mother’s scream. Her own blood…

			Nora stood paralyzed for a moment that she could not afford to waste. She had barely survived that night. She must be braver if she didn’t want to meet the same fate as her parents.

			Her heart in her throat, she picked up her leaden feet and marched into the open. With a mundane knife, she cut her palm, biting back a hiss of pain.

			Nora held out her shaking, bleeding hand to make herself bait for the Hesperine.

			Nothing happened. Moments passed, and treacherous relief slipped through her, chased by anger.

			His kind had destroyed her family, but now he wouldn’t deign to appear. Perhaps he, like everyone else, had deemed her unworthy.

			How dare a reviled heretic dismiss her? She might be a failure as a lady and a daughter, but she would teach her enemy to take her seriously. Let him underestimate her. She would use that to her advantage, and the Hesperine would eat his words when she carved out his heart.

			“I know you’re here,” she called out. “The least you can do is hear me out.”

			The wind swept gently through the spruces and mountain pines, as if mocking her.

			She watched for any shadow that moved. “I know what you want, and I’ll give it to you—willingly. If you meet my terms.”

			Hesperines were bestial, but cunning. With their preternatural strength and speed, they could easily take human blood by force. And yet, they preferred to use their powers of persuasion to ensnare willing victims. He would not be able to resist her offer, she was sure. She only hoped he wasn’t in the mood to play with his prey.

			When he appeared out of thin air in front of her, she jumped out of her skin.

			He looked nothing like the illuminations in the sacred tomes. He was no snarling, creeping creature with corpse-like skin or long fangs dripping with blood. 

			His beard was neatly trimmed, her foolish brain noticed, his complexion rich and dusky. He wore a short, elegant robe and trousers, not even stained with the gore of his last meal.

			He looked…human. 

			Except he was far more beautiful than any mortal. Proud, dark brows, a chiseled jaw. The physique of a god. She couldn’t stop staring at his full lower lip and the elegant bow of his upper one, expecting him to bear his fangs at any moment.

			He held up his hands. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

			His voice was deep, his accent musical, but with a guttural edge. He sounded so sincere, as if he wanted with all his heart to reassure her. He could whisper in a woman’s ear and make her do anything he asked.

			But not this woman. 

			“I am not afraid.” She dropped her knife in the grass.

			His gaze never strayed from hers. “Are you Nora?”

			Her heart kicked against her ribs. How did he know the name only her family called her?

			She lifted her chin and infused her voice with boldness she didn’t feel. “I am Lady Honora of Gloria. Although my forefathers were dedicated to destroying your kind, I only want peace and safety for my people. I am prepared to negotiate a truce with you.”

			He lowered his hands slowly. “There is no need to negotiate. I’ve come to finish what my brother started.”

			“Your brother?”

			“He was the Hesperine who was here that night.”

			She was looking at the brother of her parents’ murderer. And he intended for her to be next.

			But if she could turn the tables on him, justice would be all the more poetic. She could avenge her parents and secure their legacy with one kill.

			A hint of pain appeared on the Hesperine’s face. “This…is the place where it happened, isn’t it?”

			He sounded vulnerable. Wounded. Did he expect her to fall for that?

			“Yes,” she answered, “this is the place where your brother ambushed my family on our way home. I watched him murder my parents. I would have died, too, if a Knight of Andragathos had not sent him fleeing with a fatal wound. But if you came here looking for revenge, you won’t find it. I am prepared to let you leave alive, if you will do the same for me.”

			All trace of emotion left his expression. His stillness was far more frightening than his deceptive words. Now she saw the predator in him.

			She envisioned how she would reach for her dagger if he sprang upon her. She had Arceo’s protection. That kept her calm enough to say what she had rehearsed. She was a terrible liar, but now she must put on the best performance of her life to deceive a Hesperine. 

			“I will give you my blood for three nights as tribute,” she said with dignity. “After that, you will leave, and no Hesperines will enter my lands again for as long as I hold Castra Gloria. Do you deem that a fair resolution to the bloodshed between our kin?”

			He was silent for a long moment. Would he see through her promise and realize she was trying to trick him? Or would the temptation of her blood overrule his reason?

			“I didn’t come here for your blood,” he said at last, his voice low and dangerous.

			Her fury returned in full force. It was one matter for every eligible suitor in the Knightly Order of Andragathos to reject her. But for a bloodthirsty monster to stand here and tell her he didn’t want her was a new low.

			She thrust her hand out again, flexing it to bring forth more blood. “Isn’t this enough for you? Would it not satisfy you to feed on the daughter of your enemies?”

			His hands closed over hers before she could react. The controlled strength in his grasp made her knees go weak. He curled her fingers around the cut on her palm.

			“Don’t tempt me,” he said.

			So he was tempted. There was still hope her plan might work.

			“Why refuse what is yours for the taking?” she asked. “I know you prefer the blood of the willing to feeding by force.”

			“You understand nothing.”

			“Enlighten me. If you have a different tribute in mind, tell me what you want.”

			He didn’t release her hand. “I came for you.”

			Her mouth went dry. “If not my blood…then what do you want from me?”

			He barely leaned toward her, but the space between them seemed to shrink to nothing. She found herself tilting her head back to look at him. His reflective eyes caught the moonlight and glowed gold. He didn’t smell like blood and death. His scent was warm with spices and musky with masculine sweetness.

			“I am here to take you away from the mortal world,” he said. “Forever.”

			Her breath halted in her throat. Her carefully constructed plan crumbled. What he wanted was so much worse than her blood.

			“You want to turn me into one of you?” she breathed.

			“You owe it to my brother.”

			She should have known a Hesperine would have a more twisted vengeance in mind. Not even her death would be enough for him. He wanted her, the last descendant of her devout line, to live forever as a heretic.

			She yanked against his hold, scrambling away. He let her go so easily that she stumbled.

			“I would never transform you by force,” he said. “It seems I’ll have to make you realize you want the Gift of immortality.”

			Oh, gods. He did intend to play with her.

			“Give me your blood, as you offered,” he demanded. “Then, if you still wish to banish Hesperines from your lands, we will never set foot here again. But if, after three nights with me, you cannot deny you want what I’ve shown you…you will let me transform you.”

			She had no trouble imagining what he planned to show her to change her mind.

			“I am only offering you my blood.” She hated how unsteady her voice was. “You will not take anything else. I want you to swear on your goddess.”

			“What does an oath in her name mean to you? Your people persecute us for worshiping her.”

			“Your kind are devoted enough to follow her into cursed eternity. Swearing by her means something to you.”

			“I will expect your oath in return.”

			“Very well. I, Lady Honora of Gloria, swear to give you my blood for three nights, in the name of Andragathos, God of Virtue and patron of my line.”

			“I, Firstblood Daryavesh, swear by Hespera, Goddess of Night, that I will only take what you offer me willingly.”

			Deceptive Hesperine. That was not the promise she had asked of him. But the loophole he had left himself would win him nothing. Her blood was all he would get. She would die before she dishonored her parents’ memory by offering a Hesperine her body.

			Letting him bite her was defilement enough. But if she had to pay for her failures in blood, so be it.

			“First, I will show you what the Drink is really like.” He took a step forward.

			On instinct, she backed up, only to trip against a boulder embedded in the grassy hillside. The Hesperine caught her and eased her down to sit on the stone.

			She was about to sit here where her parents had been martyred and accept a heretic’s bite.

			Should she draw Arceo and try to end this now? Could she kill the Hesperine without letting him do this to her?

			No, she was not foolish enough to try. She was neither a mage nor a warrior. She didn’t stand a chance against the Hesperine unless she went through with her plan. She must survive his bite.

			Three nights. Three doses of the Sunfire Poison in her blood. The knights applied the alchemical mixture to their blades, but without combat training, she must be creative. She had drunk the potion, turning herself into her weapon. 

			When Hesperines were slain, their bodies disappeared in a flash of light. To prove her deed to the Order, she would have to remove a trophy from him while he was still alive. After his third feeding, the poison would take effect, rendering him too slow and weak to fight her while she removed his heart.

			She watched him uncurl her fingers, one by one. His nostrils flared, and his pupils expanded, turning his irises to gold rings.

			He lifted her hand toward his mouth and licked her cut. It should have stung, but all she felt was the slow stroke of his tongue across her skin.

			His hands tightened on hers, and if it was possible, he went even more still. As if held himself in check by a thread.

			Before her eyes, her wound healed.

			“What—?” she sputtered. “How?”

			It seemed to take him a moment to find his voice. “A Hesperine’s bite does no harm to a human. It has healing properties.”

			He swept his tongue over her palm again, licking away the blood that lingered on her skin.

			She felt her cheeks heat and knew her hopelessly pale complexion turned a betraying shade of red. She always blushed too easily. She knew she was too expressive. It was one of her greatest flaws.

			He pulled back, licking his sensual lips. Her first look at his fangs should have made her quail. But the sight of his unsheathed canines only made her face flush hotter. And the darkness wouldn’t hide her response from his night vision.

			It was not his strength and speed or even his magic that were the greatest threats to her. The true challenge would be surviving his seduction.

			“This is what I will show you first, Nora. What the Drink is really like. Then tell me if you still believe the knights’ tales of horror.” He rested her arm across her lap, wrist up, and pressed his fingers to her racing pulse.

			She must not allow herself to forget how dangerous he was. But in that moment, she was not sure whom she feared more: him, or herself.

			His mouth met her skin again, evoking a flare of sensation on her sensitive inner wrist. With her free hand, she clutched at the boulder to support herself. When he sucked gently, heat crept down her neck and across her breasts.

			He paused. “The Drink is not an act of violence. It is a sacred ritual.”

			He firmed his grip on her forearm and held her wrist against his mouth. Her heart seemed ready to burst from her ribcage. There was no turning back now.

			But no agony came. She felt the tips of his fangs prick her, then their hard lengths sinking into her flesh. But the sensation that spread through her body was anything but painful. 

			First a sparkling awareness that sent gooseflesh over her skin. Then a deeper warmth emanating from his lips and tongue. A sweet ache flowed down her arm, and she bit back a moan.

			She knew he was pulling her lifeblood out of her, and yet the power of his bite seemed to pour into her as well, overwhelming. All the heat flowed to one destination, pooling low in her belly.

			She had never let any male do this to her. She never gave in to such base desires, except in her solitary moments, when she banished her lust with her own hands. Her appetites had always been unbefitting a holy knight’s daughter, but she had managed them. Until tonight.

			How was this possible? Could he be using magic on her? She squeezed her thighs together. The scabbard strapped to her leg reminded her of the truth. This was no manipulation of her mind. This was all her.

			With nothing more than a bite on her wrist, the Hesperine was undoing all her years of self control.

			She tried to breathe through the flood of awareness coursing through her body. Her nipples pressed tight against the gown, and her nails dug into the stone. But she didn’t push him off of her. She had to keep their agreement.

			A voice in her mind, one she had tried to silence her whole life, whispered the truth to her. She didn’t want him to stop.

			He lay across her lap, his jaw taut, fastened to her wrist as if his next heartbeat depended on it. She felt the inexplicable urge to bury her fingers in his long black hair. Would he keep drinking until he drained all the life out of her? Would she let him?

			Suddenly, he pulled his fangs out of her with a grunt of effort. 

			It was over. But no sigh of relief escaped her. She bit back a whimper of frustration.

			He pressed his tongue to her wrist again. His licks knit her skin together and sealed his bite, leaving two pinpoints of exquisite sensitivity where his fangs had pierced her. Her loins quivered.

			Suddenly he was standing out of arm’s reach, so fast she didn’t see him move. They stared at each other, their breaths loud in the quiet night.

			No blood stained his lips. She stared at his fangs, still fully extended from his gums. Fangs that had just been in her flesh. She pressed a hand to her wrist, where those twin spots of sensation on her skin felt like an indelible mark.

			“Tell me, Nora. Were the horror stories true?”

			She said nothing. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

			“Did it hurt?” he asked her.

			Her hand tightened on her wrist, her core still throbbing.

			“Remember our agreement,” he said. “Can you deny that a Hesperine’s bite is nothing like you imagined?”

			She clenched her teeth. Two more nights. Then she could end their agreement with her blade.

			“No,” she confessed. “I cannot deny it.”

			Then he did the most dangerous thing of all. He smiled. That arrogant tilt of his mouth transformed his deadly expression into something far more devastating.

			“Tomorrow night,” he promised, “I’ll show you more. Unless you’re afraid for me to rob you of your assumptions.”

			She lifted her chin. “I will meet you here after sunset.”

			Assumptions were not all he intended to rob her of, she was sure. But their bargain would end with her maidenhead intact—and his heart on a platter.


		

	
		
			TWO - THE CIRCLING VULTURE

			Nora stood before the door at the heart of the fortress. Sunlight speared down from the corridor’s high windows, pinning her to the spot. She could not make herself take another step.

			The morning after her tryst with a Hesperine, the last place she wanted to set foot was the shrine. The last person she wanted to see was Sir Virtus.

			But she should not have been surprised the Knight Commander had come for a visit today. He always seemed to appear at precisely the moment to catch her in wrongdoing.

			She wrenched her thoughts away from the Hesperine and the hours she had lain awake, her body burning with unfulfilled desire. Instead, she envisioned architectural diagrams. Her plans for the fortress expansion were so soothing. 

			Her calm splintered when she spotted a new crack in the wall between two tapestries. There could be no expansion until she managed the repairs.

			The heavy old door groaned open, and she jumped. Sir Virtus stood in the doorway, his gold and white surcoat overbright to her bleary eyes.

			“Where is your mind, Honora?” He clucked his tongue, a frown on his patrician face. “Daydreaming about building palaces again?”

			She made herself wait before replying, a lesson she had learned the hard way many times. The first words out of her mouth were always the wrong ones. Not that she ever said precisely the right thing.

			“Uncle Virtus!” She was proud of the false cheer she managed to muster. “What brings you riding all the way up here? I wasn’t expecting to see you until Autumn Equinox.”

			“Come.” He held the door open and motioned her inside.

			She broke out in a sweat, but pulled her shawl closer around her arms. If she hesitated, he would think she had something to confess. She forced her feet over the threshold.

			The phantom pains flared along her arms, stinging her skin, aching much deeper within. She walked ahead of him so he wouldn’t see her grimace.

			The walls lined with relics seemed to shrink in on her, bringing the gleaming silver swords and chalices of holy fire dangerously close. The tomes chained to their stands seemed to judge her.

			She carefully ignored the locked, inlaid box where only one of a pair of knightly daggers rested. Above all, she must not give him a reason to open the dagger case.

			“Do not feign innocence, Honora.” Sir Virtus’s voice echoed through the shrine chamber.

			Could he already know Arceo was missing? If he found out she was hunting a Hesperine on her own, he would take the kill and the glory for himself. And if he found out she had let a Hesperine tarnish her with even one bite, he would subject her to purification.

			She shut her eyes upon the shrine of Andragathos at the head of the room. But she could still see the white shield in her mind’s eye. The god’s glyph, emblazoned in golden spell light, seemed to burn through her eyelids.

			Sir Virtus’s footfalls halted beside her. “Did you think I wouldn’t find out?”

			She resisted the urge to cover her wrist with her hand.

			“The news reached my ears,” he said, “as soon as you failed to secure a proposal from your last suitor.”

			Slowly, Nora let out the breath she had been holding. She opened her eyes and looked up at him. “The Order gave me until Autumn Equinox to find a husband. I have two more days.”

			“My dear, we both know you have run out of unmarried knights to court you. Who else is there, and how could you manage to secure him in two days?”

			She couldn’t. But in that amount of time, she could poison and excardiate a Hesperine.

			“You cannot build a palace in two days, either,” Sir Virtus scoffed. “What is all the scaffolding in the corridors?”

			“Some of the repairs cannot wait any longer. You know we’ve had to put them off, with skilled builders and materials in such short supply. Every noble house in Tenebra is scrambling to rebuild after the last round of feud sieges.”

			“What did I tell you about your improper preoccupation with architecture? The journals of your ancestors who built the fortress are entirely inappropriate reading material for a lady. If you devoted as much effort to weaving as you do to studying the fortifications, you would have found a husband by now.”

			She knew her obsession with the fortress was one of her weaknesses. But at least it was a useful one that kept Castra Gloria from falling down around their ears. She made certain not to babble about it to her suitors. Not that it had mattered.

			Sir Virtus sighed. “You must understand the Order’s stipulation. Castra Gloria was granted to your distant forefather in recognition of his deeds, but his heirs were entitled to hold it only as long as they continued to supply knights or wives to the Order.”

			She bit her tongue and waited out his lecture.

			“If only I were your uncle by blood, so we could keep the fortress in the family. But your father was my brother-in-arms. In his absence, it is my sacred duty to guide you. I have done my best, but you are already twenty-four, and we all know you lack the forbearance and modesty to be a holy knight’s lady. It is time to accept that you will never marry.”

			How dare he? He was not her father. And she was not a fool. She knew who stood to gain the most if Castra Gloria reverted to the Order’s possession.

			Sir Virtus lived and breathed for the Order—and for his position in it. Her family’s relics and strategic keep would bring power and prestige to the holy knights and thus, to Sir Virtus.

			Nora had always suspected he envied her father’s accomplishments. The way he had been circling like a vulture since her parents’ deaths only confirmed it. He already acted like he lived here, arriving whenever he pleased, ordering her servants about as if he was their master.

			Without invitation, he knelt in the place where her father had always prayed. “The other knights will arrive on Autumn Equinox to rededicate the fortress to the Order. But do not fear for your future, my dear. You know I will always watch over you. You can come to live in my stronghold, under my guidance.”

			For once, Nora didn’t have to fight to hold in an unwise outburst. Her throat closed. The air left her lungs. She huddled in her shawl, the phantom pains slashing over her skin. 

			This was the future he envisioned for her. Her family legacy would end with an embarrassment the Order preferred to forget. She would lose her good name, her home, and any shred of power she had over her own fate. She would exist under his watchful eye for the rest of her life. 

			Sir Virtus had saved her from the Hesperine who had murdered her parents. She might owe him her life, but not her obedience. Her home. Her legacy.

			She would have to carry out the rest of her plan under his nose. She knew what a desperate idea it was. There had only been a handful of dames in the history of the Order. But despite her shortcomings, she would make her parents proud. Even if they were not here to see it.

			She would hold her castle.

			
***

			


			Nora crept along the corridor, keeping to the shadows between the torches. Her scaffolding lay in piles of dismantled timbers. How quickly Lord Virtus had ordered it taken down. How willingly the servants who had known her all her life had hastened to obey him.

			At the open doorway to the shrine, she pressed against the wall, staying clear of the light that spilled out. Paper rustled. Sir Virtus was still awake, helping himself to her family’s books? She had thought he would be abed by now.

			She crossed to the far side of the corridor, where the glow didn’t quite reach, but the shadows were not deep enough. Her heart pounding, she ducked behind the remains of the scaffolds. One stride. Two. Three. 

			She was past the open doorway. She straightened, slipping into the gloom, and breathed a sigh of relief.

			Then a hand closed over her shoulder.

			She swallowed a shriek, halting in her tracks. The hand spun her around. She looked up into the shadowed face of Sir Virtus.

			“Honora.” His low, quiet rebuke sent a chill down her spine. “What is a holy knight’s daughter doing out of her chambers at this unholy hour?”

			Nora knew she wore her guilt and anger on her face for him to see. Hiding her reactions was not a skill she possessed. Her only hope was to construct a lie that matched her expression.

			“I came to check on the repairs. I knew you would disapprove, so I waited until after dark. How could you take down the scaffolding, Uncle Virtus?”

			He made a derisive sound. “Get your head out of your diagrams, girl. Imagine what people will think if you wander the halls at night, as if out for a tryst!”

			“Of course, Uncle Virtus. I’ll go straight back to bed.” She ducked out of his hold and turned back the way she had come.

			He caught one of her arms in a tight grip. She bit back a cry of pain. He dragged her a step closer to him, looming over her in the half-light.

			“Is scaffolding all you have been playing with, Honora?” He squeezed her arm harder.

			She blinked back tears. “What can you mean?”

			“Arceo is missing from the shrine. Sancti is alone in the dagger case.”

			Sancti, the Blade of Purification. The relic’s name sent a pall over her. If Sir Virtus had opened the dagger case, he was planning to use Arceo’s twin.

			Sir Virtus leaned nearer. “Are architecture journals all you’ve been playing with, Nora?”

			She shrank back. “You know I would never go near the dagger case.”

			“Must I remind you how valuable those relics are?” His voice rose. “Your father was the youngest knight to receive the honor of carrying Sancti. It brought him glory all the years he possessed it. And when they finally conveyed Arceo upon him as well, it was the crowning achievement of his service to the Order.”

			If only they had known a Hesperine would be waiting to ambush him on the way home from the ceremony. If only the relics had been enough to save her parents.

			“You don’t have to remind me,” Nora said. “My father died for Arceo.”

			“Yes, he did. And like everything else in this castle, the daggers belong to the Order now. Do you understand me?”

			She dropped her gaze. “Yes, Uncle Virtus.”

			“You know how forgiving I am,” he said more quietly. “I will take no action until after dawn rites. That will give you the opportunity to confess, if there is anything you’re hiding from me. But if Arceo is not in the case by the end of my morning prayers, there will be consequences.”

			“One of the servants must have stolen it.” Nora had no qualms about blaming the traitors. “We can start searching the castle after dawn rites.” 

			“You’d best hope we find it among the servants, then.”

			The relic would be safe in the one place ascetic Sir Virtus would never look. Up a virgin’s skirts.

			“Get back to your rooms.” He shoved her away from him and watched her flee. 

			When she was certain he hadn’t followed her, she cut down a side passage, then slipped through a hidden archway behind a tapestry. She knew every twist and turn of Castra Gloria that had been built, rebuilt, and cobbled together over the centuries.

			The moons were high in the sky by the time she reached the clearing. The moment she stepped out of the trees, the Hesperine appeared.

			“I began to think you had reconsidered our agreement,” he said.

			“I was merely delayed.” She straightened, trying to catch her breath. “I keep my oaths, Firstblood Dar—Dayr…”

			He arched a brow at her. “If you find my full name too difficult to pronounce, you may call me Dav.”

			She cleared her throat. “Well, that only seems fair, since you refuse to call me by my proper name.”

			“Yes I do…Nora.” Her name sounded indecent on his tongue. “I have many things to show you tonight.”

			Curse her heart, already starting to pound. His pupils expanded, and his lips parted, giving her a glimpse of his fangs. 

			“Not that sort of demonstration,” he said. “I intend to teach you about Hesperine culture.”

			She frowned at him. “I am not here for a lesson in heresy. Take my blood and be done with it.”

			“Ah, but I have my side of the agreement to keep as well.” He held out his hand to her. “Come with me.”

			She shrank back. “Where do you intend to take me?”

			The corner of his mouth twitched. “To my lair.”

			She stood rooted to the spot. “You have a lair? On my lands?”

			“Yes, but you cannot get in unless I take you there.”

			“This is not part of our agreement.”

			“Our agreement did not place any limitations on where your tribute will take place.”

			“You cannot expect me to abscond with you.”

			His gaze dropped to the grass. “I will not continue drinking from you in this place.”

			Silence fell between them. If he had tried to trick or cajole her, she would have dug her heels in. But she could not, in truth, fault him for this. Neither of them wanted their next battle to take place here where their kin had died.

			She had already placed herself at his mercy. What matter if she went deeper into danger with him?

			She took his hand.


		

	
		
			THREE - THE IMMORTAL’S LAIR

			This woman was the reason Dav’s brother was dead. She had no right to smell like life itself.

			When she slid her hand in his, he fought the urge to pull her closer. His eyes focused on her wrist. His fangs unsheathed at the memory of her skin giving way to his bite. The mere scent of her blood was enough to make him forget where they were.

			He could not afford to forget. His brother’s life, which should have been eternal, had been cut short. Here. For the sake of this mortal’s fleeting existence.

			Dav must never lose sight of this—Nora’s blood was a means to an end.

			He took a step back, and with it, stepped away from the clearing with her. His effortless magic seemed to leave her reeling. She peered at their new surroundings, swaying on her feet, and stumbled into him.

			As her body made contact with his, Dav cursed inwardly. He had forgotten that stepping with a Hesperine was uncomfortable for mortals who were not adjusted to it.

			He’d also forgotten how long it had been since he’d held a female this close. Nora was bundled up in layers of wool and propriety, and yet the feeling of her leaning into him made his whole body tighten.

			Grief was a twisted master. For months, it had isolated Dav. Now it threw Nora into his arms.

			He set her on her feet and strode away, putting the table between them. She tracked him with her gaze, her brown eyes wary, as if he were a predator that might pounce.

			“Does this look like a beast’s den?” he asked her.

			She took in the warm spell lights, the paper and ink arranged on the table, the tidy scroll racks along the wall. The round chamber was all that remained of an ancient tower, but at least it was hospitable, for a ruin.

			“Where are we?” she asked.

			“A Hesperine Sanctuary. The spells over this place protect it from discovery and destruction. Your Order will never be able to find it.”

			“Good. I don’t want them interfering with our agreement.”

			She seemed to decide he was not about to make a human sacrifice of her at quill point. She roamed over to one of the arched windows. Her candid face lit up, and her aura shone, an unseen light he could feel with his arcane senses. 

			The Blood Union revealed all mortal emotions to Hesperines. It was, perhaps, their greatest magical ability…and greatest weakness. For five hundred years, Dav had vicariously experienced every shade of human experience, from joy to despair. And yet none of their emotions had sunk so deep into his veins as hers.

			Her wonder glittered through him, a mockery of his own pain, and he wanted to claw her feelings out from under his skin.

			She smiled, drawing his attention to her generous mouth. “This is the architectural style of the Great Temple Epoch! The structure must be at least fifteen centuries old.”

			“I’m not that familiar with your history.” Nothing in the kingdom of Tenebra had ever mattered to Dav. Until his brother had met his fate here.

			Nora scarcely seemed to notice the rose vines that spilled through the window frame from outside. She ran her hand along the stonework. A thorn tore her skin, painting one of her fingertips red. The fragrance of her blood bloomed in the air.

			Dav took a Hesperine step, transporting himself to her side. He had pulled her hand halfway to his mouth before he realized what he was doing.

			They both froze. Blood dripped from her finger onto one white rose. His mouth went dry, parched for his next taste of her.

			By the Goddess, he was an educated, intelligent immortal who never struggled with self control. He would not let any human reduce him to this, least of all her.

			Slowly, he released her, to prove to himself that he could.

			She scuttled away from the roses, cradling her bleeding hand. “Are those Harlot’s Kiss?”

			He huffed. “That’s what you call roses here, isn’t it? I suppose you’ve never seen one in person.”

			She swallowed. “Tenebrans set fire to them wherever they spring up.”

			He nearly rolled his eyes. “Yes, they are Hespera’s sacred flower. No, pricking your finger on one will not destroy your soul or any of that other nonsense.”

			“But they have magical properties associated with your goddess.”

			“Nothing that will harm you.” He turned his back on her and crossed the room. He was not fleeing from the temptation of her blood. He was exhibiting self-mastery. 

			His fangs throbbed, taunting him.

			“We are not animals, Nora. We are scientists, artists…” He gestured around them. “Architects.”

			Curiosity sparked in her aura. Apparently, the way to Nora’s heart was through historical buildings. Dav had never thought a window arch would prove the key to his plan, but if this was an opening he could use, he would take it.

			He beckoned her over to one of the walls, where a bas relief was overgrown with rose vines. With a touch of magic, he swept the blooms aside to reveal the red stone beneath. The carving depicted Hespera as a beautiful woman clothed only in her flowing hair.

			Nora gasped and stared for a speechless moment. “This has to be a portrayal of Hespera from before worship of her was outlawed. Most of the carvings from this era were destroyed in the Last War. This is exquisitely preserved.”

			His empathic abilities tortured him with every flavor of her emotions. Her fascination with the architecture was more powerful than her disapproval of his goddess.

			Dav said, “This ruin is just a small example of our architecture. There are glorious cities in Orthros built in styles you’ve never seen before.”

			At the mention of the Hesperine homeland, a shudder went through her. “I suppose you would need buildings, even in the Land of Eternal Night.”

			“It isn’t a frozen wasteland of death and destruction. It is a place of great beauty and sophistication, a pinnacle of learning and the arts.”

			She scowled at him. “Your fangs weren’t made for sipping fine wine. You expect me to believe you sit about painting and reading whenever you aren’t invading my lands and dragging me into your lair?”

			For the last seven months, Dav had sat about watching his entire life collapse. Until Queen Soteira had told him that the only way for him to finish grieving was to finish Rahim’s mission. She, his gentle mentor, had tossed him out on his arse and told him to go to Tenebra.

			“I’m a mind healer by profession,” he said.

			You were. The voice of doubt had followed him here. What kind of healer cannot mend himself?

			Nora tensed. “You’re a mind mage?”

			“No. Not a mind mage, a mind healer. My magic cannot manipulate your thoughts, only restore them to what they should be. It’s the same principle as a healer mage mending a broken leg, except I work on broken minds. My power can repair the inner damage from harmful spells or painful life experiences.”

			Where is your power now? the voice taunted.

			As he so often had in the past half year, Dav reached within himself on reflex, deep into the well where his mind healing magic had always dwelt. And once again, he found only emptiness. 

			He, one of the most powerful theramancers in Orthros, could no longer wield a drop of his own magic. He was a wreck held together by the innate Hesperine abilities he could still use.

			Queen Soteira said magic couldn’t die. But Dav had felt no sign of life from his power since his brother had died in his arms. 

			Nora’s scent sharpened with anxiety. “I’ve never heard of such magic before.” 

			This was what Dav hated to sense most of all. Her fear clawing at the Blood Union. Bleeding thorns, he was a healer. Not a monster.

			Aren’t you? the voice whispered. You want her pain. You want her remorse. You want her to atone until she breaks the way you have.

			He tried to keep his tone calm, factual. “Mind healing is not practiced in Tenebra, but it is an honorable calling in Orthros. So you see, Hesperines have better things to do than roam around your kingdom stalking humans.”

			If only Rahim had stayed in the safety of their queendom, instead of venturing into these dangerous mortal lands.

			Nora’s righteous fury blazed through Dav’s senses, colliding in chaos with his own. “Then why did your brother come here and take my parents from me? Why did he almost kill me?”

			That accusation again. After everything Dav’s brother had suffered because of her. How dare she say this of Rahim, the kindest soul Dav had ever known?

			Rahim had always believed the best of people. He had been the one with compassion for Tenebrans. And it had gotten him killed because of this ungrateful mortal.

			Dav didn’t know if Nora was trying to deceive him about that night for her own ends, or if she truly believed her warped version of events. But he had two more chances to find out what game she was playing. 

			He would strip away the lies, one by one, until he laid her bare.

			“By the time our agreement comes to an end,” he said, “you will understand.”

			She thrust out her hand. “Get on with it, then.”

			He didn’t take her offering. “Tonight, I will show you I can be trusted with more than your wrist. Will you offer me your throat?”

			Her face flushed. Goddess help him, it was so easy to make her blush. He wouldn’t have needed the Blood Union to read her response to him. But the warmth of her anger and attraction washed over him.

			“You’re sweating, Nora. Will you let me take your cloak?”

			She clutched it closer about her for an instant, but then slowly unfastened it and handed it to him. He tossed it away onto the nearby cot. She rigidly ignored the bed.

			She needn’t have worried. She was the last person he had any intention of bedding. It was hardship enough that their agreement required him to drink her blood.

			Oh, indeed, what a hardship. The voice of doubt had become the call of temptation.

			No, Dav was not doing this for himself. This was for his brother.

			Rahim’s last wish had been for Dav to turn Nora into a Hesperine. He would do whatever he must to convince her to go through with it.

			What better way to prove her wrong about Hesperines than this? Her beliefs about his kind, her family, and herself would not survive three bites from him. 

			He would destroy her assumptions with his fangs, and he would taste her confession in her blood.

			Not such a sacred act now, is it? taunted his darker self.

			She wasn’t making it easy for him. Her gray mourning gown covered her from neck to ankles, and a scarf shrouded her head and throat.

			“Will you unwrap your scarf for me?” he asked.

			“It’s immodest for a woman to uncover her hair before a man who isn’t her husband.”

			“I’m not a man. I’m a Hesperine.” He drew nearer. “And giving me your blood last night was far more immodest than showing me your hair.”

			She bit her lip. What would that lip taste like? What would her teeth feel like biting him? He shut the thoughts away, but he could not ignore the snap of arousal in her scent or the blaze of her aura. Unruly, undimmable. Vital.

			“Do you enjoy things you’ve been told are wrong, Nora?” 

			Her eyes flashed, and she snarled, “I am doing this for Gloria. Not myself. Don’t you dare forget it.”

			She tore off the scarf and threw it on the ground. Her hair tumbled free, falling to her waist in wild red curls. Dav stopped breathing. 

			The scarf crumpled under his heel as he slipped behind her. She froze. When he lifted his hand, she didn’t shy away. 

			He wrapped one ginger curl around his finger. “What else are you hiding under your holy principles?” 

			“Things you cannot take from me, no matter what you do to me.”

			“I will only take what you offer,” he reminded her. “You have nothing to fear from me.”

			Are you not her worst fear?

			He pulled the heavy curtain of her hair away from her neck. Letting its soft weight slide through his hands, he laid it over her other shoulder to leave her throat bare. He traced his fingertips along the sensitive juncture of her neck and shoulder and felt a shiver dance across her skin.

			“Will you offer me your throat?” he asked.

			“Yes.” The word came out in a husky whisper.

			He covered her hand with his and pressed her palm amid the roses, bracing them against the marble carvings. A quiver of excitement went through her.

			He buried his other hand in the tangle of her hair, tilting her head. The flow of her blood called to his arcane senses, a coppery pulse summoning his fangs. His canines ached, but he made himself wait.

			He was in control. But she was not, judging by her racing heartbeat.

			“Can you deny you want me to bite your throat?” he murmured.

			“I’m offering it to you freely. Isn’t that enough for you?”

			“No.” He lowered his head and kissed her neck.

			He could taste the musk of her arousal on her skin. His deprived body rose to attention in the confines of his trousers. Goddess, why did this woman seem perfectly crafted to torture him?

			“Admit it, Nora. You want my bite.”

			“I have agreed to it.”

			“You want it,” he ground out.

			He closed his mouth over her vein and sucked her skin. His reward was a strangled little whimper from her. What would such an expressive woman sound like when she climaxed? Dav would wager a Hesperine could make her scream, and not from fright.

			This time, he gave her no gentle bite. He took her vein fast and hard. She cried out, an unmistakable sound of pleasure. Her blood flowed warm and thick into his mouth, rich with the flavor of her lust. His own blood seemed to halt in his veins and wrench in a new direction. His thoughts faded, and his body hardened.

			He was still in control, he told himself. But she was on the brink of falling from her self-righteous pedestal. He pulled back, her blood trailing warm and wet down his chin. His lips left a crimson smear on her pale skin as he spoke in her ear. “Can you deny you like how my fangs feel inside you?”

			“You can’t read my thoughts,” she accused.

			“I don’t need to. I can taste it in you. You want me to bite you again, don’t you?”

			“Yes,” she hissed.

			He sank his fangs into her once more. Her hand came to his face. But she didn’t push him away. Her fingers dug into his scalp, holding him to her vein with a vengeance.

			His jaw locked, and he swallowed her lifeblood. She was so alive. Rahim was dead. Dav begrudged Nora each beat of her heart. But he drank down every surge of the elixir that heart pumped for him. He didn’t want her here, weaving into his blood. But his own heart pounded harder, driving her essence into the cold reaches of his veins and filling him with her warmth.

			He tightened his bite, tugging on her hair. Her head fell back against his shoulder. Her shapeless gown could not disguise the fullness of her breasts or the way her chest rose and fell with a harsh sigh of pleasure. A savage desire overtook him to unbind the rest of her as he had her hair.

			He slid his hand down to grip the column of her throat. Her pulse pattered faster under his touch. He slipped his fangs out of her neck and nipped her earlobe. “Can you deny that blush of yours goes all the way to your breasts?”

			Her hand curled into a fist upon the wall. “My blood is all you’ll get from me.”

			“You’ve already given me more than that. You didn’t promise me the flavor of your desire in the bargain.”

			“Go to Hypnos.”

			“Holy knights’ daughters aren’t supposed to swear by the god of death, either. But no one can hear you except a heretic. No one will ever know if you ask me to give you what you want.”

			He drove his fangs back into her slowly. A moan escaped her. He began to suckle her, pleasuring her vein, teasing each sip out of her and onto his tongue. Her breath came faster. 

			Her hand slipped from his hair, coming to rest on his where he held her throat. Her nails dug into his hand, prying him off of her. Tugging his hand down to the laces on the front of her gown.

			He took over, teasing apart her laces one by one. She whimpered in frustration. He went slower. She cursed him again, but yanked the loose portion of her bodice out of his way.

			When her gown hung open to her belly, another layer of fabric got in his way. Finding another lace at her collar, he loosened the wide neck of her undergarment and pulled the fabric down.

			A thick band of cloth wrapped around her chest, viciously tight. Dav felt an unexpected rush of anger at the binding that held her natural figure in a vise. With a whip of levitation, he tore it off of her. She gasped as her breasts swung free. 

			He could make an entire banquet off of them after he was done with her blood. He swept his forearm under the heavy globes, pressing them up toward him. Just as he’d imagined, a rosy flush swept all the way down to her taut nipples.

			She shifted her head to look down at what he was doing to her. The motion tugged against his fangs, sending a jolt of pleasure through him. He wrapped his hand around one breast and massaged her, and there came an echoing jolt of pleasure in her aura.

			Her whole body tensed, as if she were fighting to hold still. He kept kneading and teasing her breasts, dragging at her vein. Her fist uncurled, and she flattened her hand on the wall. He pressed his fingers between hers, trapping her.

			Her blood escaped his lips, trickling down past her collarbone, over the swell of her breast. He caught the crimson trail on his fingers. When he swept the warm liquid over her nipple, the peak drew tighter. He played with the tight bud between his slippery fingers.

			She arched back against him, pressing into his straining trousers. Through her thick skirts, he felt an impression of wide hips and full buttocks. The foretaste of her release enriched her blood and filled him with a sense of triumph. 

			He would not bed her. But he would make her climax against this wall.

			He suckled her relentlessly, giving her breasts no mercy from his hand. Her divine pleas dissolved in wordless mewls. Her free hand struck the wall, seeking purchase. 

			At last, her shocked outcry echoed through the chamber. She came apart, grinding back against him, a wanton mirror of his goddess. He tasted her prim self-control explode into pure, carnal defiance.

			He had thought he knew the flavor of a woman’s ecstasy, but no lover of his had ever tasted like this. He shouted against her throat, his body pounding with vicarious pleasure, aching in the grip of his own hunger. 

			When the crest of her release faded from her blood, and her body calmed, she still rubbed softly back against him, panting.

			He gave her neck a long lick. “That barely took the edge off, did it?”

			“Oh, gods,” she uttered.

			“Only Hespera can hear your prayers.” He braced his feet, nudging the ridge of his erection in the gentle groove he could feel through her skirts. “Do you know why Hesperines prefer willing humans?”

			She canted her hips, exploring how they fit together. “Because you’re manipulative bastards, that’s why.”

			“Because free Will is sacred to Hespera. We never violate a mortal’s power of choice. This is up to you. If you want more, you must ask for it.”

			Her curious movements were a guileless, wicked tease.

			“Is this an offer?” he gritted.

			She stilled, trembling. He sensed a battle raging in her, an old one that had always been tearing her apart. 

			It ended in surrender. She leaned forward against the wall and stretched her back, offering her hips into his waiting hands.

			“Ask me, Nora.”

			He heard her swallow. Then her whisper. “Take my body, too.”

			He would not bed her. He would thrust inside her right here.

			He leaned his weight into her, pressing her closer to the wall. He wanted to sample a different side of her neck as he discovered just how wet his first drink had left her. Sweeping her hair to her other shoulder, he yanked the layers of her clothes down to her elbows, trapping her arms at her sides. 

			His gaze arrested on her arms. Scars criss-crossed her skin, some old, some new, a long history of pain written on her skin in long slashes. The most recent chapter was a set of new bruises, angry red imprints in the shape of a man’s fingers.

			Dav wanted to break his oaths as a healer. He wanted to snap this man’s hand one finger at a time and listen to them crack.

			With the utmost care, Dav brushed his fingertips over the angry marks on Nora’s skin. She flinched, and he felt her past fear in the Blood Union.

			Then memories flashed across the surface of her thoughts, as clear to Dav as if she had described them. A brutal hand. A threatening voice. Her inner wounds cried out to him.

			For the first time in half a year, his magic stirred within him. His sleeping power soared to life and revealed the depths of Nora’s mind.

			Her inner world was a landscape of scars. They were small, a thousand little cuts. But over the short years of her mortal existence, they had disfigured her inside. 

			At her center lay an ugly injury that had never healed. He recognized the bends and breaks in her thoughts. No natural experience, however traumatic, could have caused this. A spell had invaded the Sanctuary of her inmost self to twist and shatter her memories.

			She hadn’t been lying. It wasn’t her fault that she didn’t know the truth about Rahim’s death. She didn’t even remember that night.

			Dav took a step back, his body throbbing with cooling lust and unspeakable rage. Nora’s tormentor had committed the unforgivable act—violating a person’s Will.

			He bared his fangs. “Who did this to you?”

			She pulled her gown up over her arms. “No one who concerns you.”

			“Tell me who he is.”

			“Why does it matter? Am I not human chattel to you?”

			He rested his hands on her shoulders and eased her around to face him. She clutched her hair, pulling it across her chest to cover herself.

			“Did I make you feel like chattel tonight?” he asked.

			Her gaze dropped to her feet. Memories of his mouth and hands flitted through her mind, and the scars there twisted her pleasure into shame.

			He wanted to worship her against this wall until she regretted nothing.

			But she snapped, “You’ve had your second tribute. Take me home.”

			Dav cupped her cheek, lifting her face toward him. She looked more startled at the gentle touch than at her first glimpse of his fangs.

			“Who. Is. He.”

			Her eyes narrowed. “I suppose you want to make sure no one snatches your human plaything from you before you’re done with me. Very well. I don’t fancy the Order killing you before we complete our bargain, either. I should warn you that Sir Virtus has moved himself into my castle. Be careful. He’s a Knight Commander in the Order of Andragathos.”

			The pieces fell into place. Sir Virtus was the man who had wounded Nora—and the knight who had dealt Rahim his death wound.

			For the first time in his existence, Dav wanted to feel another’s suffering in the Blood Union. That empathy was what prevented Hesperines from abusing their great power. Awareness of others’ pain stayed them from causing it. But Dav would enjoy Sir Virtus’s pain.

			His reborn magic felt raw, achingly aware of Nora’s thoughts. He tried to apply his power as he had done with his patients, to follow the pathways of pain through her thoughts to answers that could heal her. But his magic ebbed, then surged, slipping from his control. It was alive and well, but he felt like an apprentice relearning how to be a mage.

			Dav wracked his own memory for his scant knowledge of Tenebra, now regretting the years he’d spent in his ivory tower. How could a Knight of Andragathos have caused these wounds in her mind? “Do I recall correctly that the holy knights do not possess magic of their own?”

			“Right. Anyone with magic is required to enter a temple and become a mage instead of a warrior.”

			“But your Order fights with enchanted weapons.”

			“They pledge themselves to our god, so they’re the only warriors permitted to wield magical artifacts. Sir Virtus has access to relics that can harm a Hesperine and the training to use them.”

			“Will you be safe from him during the day?” Dav silently cursed the sun. He would soon be locked in the Dawn Slumber, unable to wake until night returned. 

			“I can protect myself.”

			“Are you certain Sir Virtus will not harm you while I Slumber?” Dav pressed.

			“He is the one at a disadvantage. It’s my castle.” She turned her back on Dav, lacing up her bodice. “You can take me back to the clearing now. When you meet me there tomorrow night, be careful.”

			“No,” he said, “tomorrow, I will come to you.”

			“What? That’s madness. You mustn’t, not while Sir Virtus is there.” She rounded on him.

			Dav gave in to the urge to run his hand over her riot of curls. Her breath caught in her throat.

			“I don’t want him to catch you sneaking out,” Dav said.

			She pressed her lips together, but did not disagree. “The fortress is riddled with relics that can alert him to a Hesperine’s presence, though.”

			“Can you clear one room and wait for me there?”

			Nora swallowed. “Very well. Tomorrow night…come to my bedchamber.”


		

	
		
			FOUR - A SACRED KILL

			Nora would make the Hesperine pay for every sound of pleasure he had dragged out of her with his unholy hands.

			She fastened her scabbard, then straightened her gold and white festival gown. She’d been wearing this at the ceremony when the Order had bestowed Arceo upon her father. And when Dav’s brother had killed her parents before her eyes.

			Tonight, she would not forget who she was.

			She threw back the blankets on the ancestral bed. The lady of Gloria’s chamber was her rightful place, and she would dedicate tonight’s kill to the righteous women of her line. She was hardly the first who’d had her bedchamber invaded by a Hesperine. It was on record that one noble widow had slain her would-be seducer and been elevated to dame for her feat.

			Nora stoked the fire, the element that was every Hesperine’s nemesis. Her poker was in easy reach, as were the torches she had placed in brackets around the room. Her chamber was devoid of Hesperine-detecting relics and full of extra weapons she could rely on if anything went wrong.

			She had almost failed last night. She had come within an inch of giving herself to that creature. 

			But tonight, she was ready. She would slay not only her family’s enemy, but her personal monster.

			His presence seemed to fill the room, then he melted out of the shadows beyond the glow of the hearth. “Did Sir Virtus try anything during the day?”

			“He still has no idea you’re here.”

			Dav’s nostrils flared. He stalked toward her, his expression dangerous. Nora’s heart jumped, but she stood her ground.

			His fangs flashed as he spoke. “He harmed you again.”

			“That is none of your affair. I am here for the tribute, aren’t I?”

			The firelight played across Dav’s tawny skin, and in its wild light, she could almost imagine his face softened. “Nora, I can smell that you’re still bleeding. I could heal that for you as I did the cut on your hand.”

			“No.” She retreated toward the fire, covering her upper arm with her hand. “Ask for my throat again. Or we can negotiate other places where you may take the tribute. But keep away from my arms.”

			To her astonishment, he offered her a bow. “Understood. I will respect that at all times.”

			She hesitated, her whole body humming with tension.

			“Your arms are not up for debate,” he said.

			She eased toward him again. “Then where do you intend to drink from me tonight?”

			“There’s something I’d like to show you first.” He gestured to the scroll under his arm. “You have my word that it contains no harmful magic. It’s a history text I ran across in the tower. Another Hesperine left it behind, perhaps as a gift for the next homesick wanderer.”

			So more heresy lessons were what he had in mind. Well, a history text didn’t sound seductive in the least. If it would give her a reprieve from his other means of persuasion, she would go along with this.

			She crossed to her worktable and shuffled her clutter to clear a space in the chaos. “Put it here then.”

			He joined her, his gaze falling to her drawings. Suddenly she regretted not hiding them before he had come. Having his eyes on her diagrams made her feel naked in a way even last night’s transgressions had not.

			“Is this your work?” he asked.

			“Yes.” No use in denying it. Her obsession earned her enough scorn from mortals. She could withstand some mockery from a Hesperine.

			The censure and everything else would disappear the next time she picked up her quill. It was so easy to get lost in her work for hours, utterly focused on measurements and materials, unaware of the world around her.

			“Your mathematics are so precise.” He tilted his head, studying her plan for a new tower. “And your illustrations are beautiful.”

			She started gathering up her sketches. Let him use anything else to flatter his way into her bed. Not this.

			“I am no expert,” he said, “but these are very impressive to me. Are there any options for women to become professional architects in Tenebra?”

			“Ha, ha.” She rolled up the large sheets of parchment and stowed them under the table.

			He unrolled his scroll. “This is an illustration of one of Orthros’s cities.”

			Nora stood back, not looking at the page. “I have seen the Order’s illustrations of your den, thank you.”

			Dav arched a brow. “How can those portrayals be accurate? Have any of the knights ever been there?”

			“No, because no Tenebran who goes to Orthros ever returns to tell the tale.”

			“That’s because they prefer to stay.” He gestured to the open scroll. “Is it hard to understand why?”

			If Nora’s convictions could not survive the temptation of one architecture illustration, it did not bode well for her efforts to resist his touch later. She went forward and looked at his godsforsaken drawing.

			Her expectations crumbled. The exquisite painting portrayed a city of palaces topped with majestic domes. Pointed arches graced covered portals with vaulted, honeycombed ceilings, and vibrant mosaics adorned every surface. She could never have imagined the elaborate designs in her wildest dreams…but someone had.

			She didn’t know if she believed this could be a real place, but even if it weren’t, this beautiful dream had come from a Hesperine’s mind and hands.

			“This city was designed by Firstblood Yasamin,” Dav said. “She is one of our greatest architects, the founder of the Yasamini movement.”

			 “She invented her own architectural style?” All of this…had come from a woman’s mind.

			Was he lying? Most likely not. Hesperines worshiped a goddess and let females fornicate with whomever they pleased. Why not architecture, too?

			“This is my favorite city in the world,” Dav said. “The architecture draws inspiration from the human land where both Yasamin and I began our mortal lives. Granted, she is a thousand years older than me.”

			That finally tore Nora’s gaze away from the unfairly beautiful illustration. For the first time, she looked into Dav’s ethereal face and tried to see the human he had once been. “You say Hesperines don’t force humans to transform. Does that mean you chose this life?”

			“Yes.” A shadow passed over his expression. “My brother and I came from a family of physicians in the Empire. After my service in the Imperial Army treating soldiers’ mental wounds, I…needed a change. We went to Orthros together to study with the Hesperines and decided to stay.”

			“The Empire?” She gaped.

			He caught hold of her fingers, and the sudden touch sent a little shock through her. He spread her pale hand out upon his broad, brown one. “Couldn’t you tell?”

			“I assumed you were from Cordium, to the south of here.”

			He huffed. “Do I seem like a pompous, superstitious cleric from the Magelands?”

			“N-no.” The smooth warmth of his skin reminded her how his hand had felt elsewhere. Oh gods, why couldn’t he have felt cold and clammy, as Hesperines were supposed to? “I’ve heard of the Empire across the sea, but I thought it was only a tale.”

			He gave her a bemused look. “It was quite real when I visited last year. The Empire has an alliance with Orthros, and people travel freely between for trade and education.”

			“So you chose to become a heretic so you could…study?”

			“Can’t fathom me giving up my soul for my books, can you?”

			“Surely there was something in your mortal life you wanted to stay for.”

			“My time as a human taught me that no matter how much we learn about the mind, it is still the most mysterious frontier of exploration. It will take us Hesperine lifetimes to learn how to truly heal such a complex part of ourselves. I want to be a part of that research. Don’t you think it would take you centuries to learn everything there is to know about every architectural style in the world?”

			She pulled her hand away.

			Dav brushed his fingers across her temple. “Imagine. You could study with Yasamin herself and be admired for your expertise in architecture.”

			Nora’s chest ached.

			He tugged at a curl that was trying to escape her hair veil. “You could design and construct your own monuments that would stand for centuries. Generations of students would know your name.”

			In that moment, she hated the Hesperines more than she ever had.

			The curl sprang free, and Dav ran the tendril of her hair through his fingers. “Imagine if you could sit for hours, dreaming up your next project and sketching construction plans, with no one to interrupt or reprove you.”

			Immortality…power…none of those things tempted her. But this?

			What a fool she was, to think of giving up her soul for such a simple thing.

			“Imagine…” he began.

			She couldn’t bear to hear any more. Somehow, she had to silence his alluring voice, put a stop to these words so perfectly aimed at her heart.

			He lowered his head toward her to murmur in her ear. “Imagine a male who finds your fixation on architecture one of the most beautiful things about y—”

			She cut him off by covering his treacherous mouth with her own. She held his face in her hands and punished him for his words with her kiss. 

			He leaned into the rough strokes of her lips, his beard scraping her chin. Then he opened for her, and she fell, invading his mouth before she could catch herself.

			Their tongues clashed, and every fiber of her being sang with their anger. His mouth gave her no mercy, hot and hard and overwhelming. His fangs pricked her. She bit back, taking his full lower lip between her teeth.

			He closed his arm around her waist, locking her against him. Cupping the back of her head in his implacable hand, he tilted her face up and kissed her harder. 

			This was nothing like the one polite, hapless kiss of her life, which had gotten her into such deep trouble. She was in much greater trouble now.

			Her arm stung, but he didn’t put his hands anywhere near it. He gripped her buttock and squeezed through her skirts. She braced her hands on his shoulders to push him off of her, but found herself digging her nails into him instead.

			When he tore his mouth away, she heaved a breath. “Nora,” he said, his voice gravelly. “Offer me your throat again—on the bed this time.”

			The air filling her lungs restored some coherent thought. She realized she had him right where she wanted him. One more drink of the poison, and he wouldn’t have the strength to hold her like this ever again. She pushed him toward the bed, preempting any negotiation with more kisses. 

			When the back of his knees hit the mattress, triumph glinted in his eyes. “Can you deny you want me under you?”

			“I cannot.” She could scarcely believe these words were coming out of her mouth. But it was all according to plan, she reminded herself. “I’m offering to ride you while you drink from me.”

			“This isn’t the Drink any longer. This is what we call the Feast.” He unfastened his high-collared robe, revealing his own throat. Then the golden-brown contours of his chest and torso, accentuated by black hair. He shrugged the robe off his broad shoulders.

			A strange longing filled her as her gaze swept down his muscular arms. She could tell by his strength that he had once been a soldier. But not a scar blemished his immortal body.

			He stretched out on the bed, half reclining against the pillows. Her mouth watered, as if she too were a bloodthirsty heretic. 

			 There was no husband in her future. This was the only time she would ever share this bed with anyone. She had this one opportunity to discover what it felt like. And no one would ever know what had happened in this room.

			As long as she kept her maidenhead, she wouldn’t betray the promise she’d made to herself.

			She drew her skirts up, careful to gather plenty of fabric to cushion the scabbard. What a dangerous game she was playing. A rush coursed through her limbs as she climbed onto the bed with him.

			She slid her leg over him, straddling his lap. His thighs were hard under hers. She rested her hands on his bare chest for balance, positioning herself. He would not feel the smooth leather strap on the inside of her thigh through this much clothing.

			“You may not touch my thighs,” she informed him. “I will offer you other places for your hands.”

			“Will you, now? I cannot wait to find out where.”

			She reached up and began to remove her veil. His heated gaze tracked each pin she plucked out. No one had ever looked at her like this, as if her every move mesmerized him. She had him in her thrall.

			“I’m offering you my hair.” She tossed her veil aside and shook out her curls. As she leaned down over him, he reached up to bury both hands in her mane. The feeling of his fingers on her scalp sent a tingle through the rest of her.

			“Unlace my gown,” she invited.

			He didn’t tease her like the night before. He tugged open her bodice with demanding hands. “No undergarments tonight? That is clearly an offer.”

			“Leave my sleeves on,” she reminded him.

			“Of course.” He held his hands out to her. And waited.

			Her tongue darted out to wet her lips. No one would ever find out. And she needed to make sure he was thoroughly distracted before she made her move.

			She took his hand in hers and pressed it to her belly. She slid his palm down her skin, past the vee of her open gown. When his fingers touched her nether curls, she sucked in a breath.

			“When you offered me your hair,” he said, “I had no idea you would be so generous.”

			“Touch me here,” she said. “Any way you like.”

			“Oh, Nora, are you sure you can withstand the temptation if I show you this?”

			“Yes,” she snarled.

			He gave her that presumptuous smile of his. “Has anyone touched you here before?”

			“Of course not.”

			“Have you ever touched yourself?”

			That bastard. She didn’t answer, but she felt her cheeks flaming, and his smile widened.

			“Show me how you like to be touched,” he said.

			She guided his hand between her legs. A frisson traveled through her at the feeling of his big, strong hand cupping her. Together, they pressed their fingers into her folds.

			“You’re already wet,” he purred. “It was a good kiss, wasn’t it? But it left you wanting more.”

			She dipped his finger into her core, then slicked her most sensitive place. He followed her lead, letting her move his finger in a circle around the bud of nerves.

			She bit down hard on her lip. His hand felt so different…so good…

			“Is this how you like it?” he asked.

			She nodded, her hair falling in her eyes. She kept her hand on his for a moment longer, but he soon had the rhythm. When her grip went slack, he took over. He didn’t need her to show him anything. He knew exactly how to touch her.  

			“You can’t read my mind!” she protested again.

			“But I can sense what gives you pleasure…and I have five hundred years of experience with the female body.”

			She gasped, bracing her hands on his chest for support.

			Wrapping her hair around his other hand, he pulled her closer. He kissed his way roughly down her throat, his caresses a smooth torture between her legs. “One release is never enough for you, is it?”

			She swiveled her hips into the rhythm of his touch, chasing the sensations.

			“Do you have to pleasure yourself over and over to feel satisfied?”

			He could sense her darkest desires. He increased the pressure of his fingers. She sank into his touch, her thighs trembling as he built the delicious tension inside her. Her body responded to his dexterous hand with such greed that she could feel herself crashing toward release already. 

			He eased off, leaving her quivering on the edge. “Is it hard to be quiet when you climax?”

			She bit his shoulder to keep from moaning.

			“I’ve covered your room in veil spells. I’m going to make you scream for me tonight, and no one will hear you.”

			“I’m not that depraved,” she rasped.

			“There is nothing depraved about your appetites. You need someone as hungry as you are to enjoy them with you.”

			He struck her throat. Pleasure tore down through her body and flowed up from his hand. His ravenous sucks at her vein and the relentless glide of his fingers crashed together, too intense.

			She stifled her scream against his neck. When the first waves had barely eased, he kept drawing on her throat, holding the thread of tension taut inside her. She snapped, and longer, deeper spasms wracked her body, leaving her gasping with relief.

			He could make her come apart all night. His wicked power could exorcise her desires.

			But the force of his bite weakened. The poison was working.

			His grip on her hair slipped, and his other hand slid out of her gown. Cold struck her throat as his jaw went slack. It was already over.

			It was time for her to act.

			“Nora?” he wavered.

			That plea made her chest ache.

			She eased his head back on the pillow. Her pulse raced with a panic she had never expected. All she could think was that no one had ever showed a shred of respect for her foolish drawings except this Hesperine.

			Lies. All of it. This illusion of closeness meant nothing. His seduction would only lead to her paying for his brother’s death for all eternity. 

			Nora reached under her skirts and slid the blade along her thigh.

			When she raised Arceo, his eyes widened, and he tried to lift his hands. But she held him down easily. Who was the helpless one now?

			A scream of rage tore out of her as she brought the blade down.


		

	
		
			FIVE - THE FORGOTTEN MARTYR

			Dav watched the blade come down, his immortal body powerless to stop her. Nora’s outcry echoed through the Blood Union, a lifetime of anguish lashing out in one act of fury.

			Dav’s magic roared from him in answer. That flash of power revealed the truth. He was the target of her blade, but not her anger. 

			He seized the magic her pain had summoned to life, and his Will to survive bent his reborn power to his command. He spun his theramancy deep into her thoughts. 

			Her memories flared in his mind’s eye, like lightning strikes that overlay the present. Her parents’ faces. A bloodied knife. Then firelight glinting along the oncoming blade in her hand.

			She gasped, her thoughts shying from his presence in her mind. Her aim moved an inch.

			The dagger plunged into his chest. Light exploded behind his eyelids, and his magic shattered out of his grasp.

			Agony coursed through his veins. He couldn’t see or hear. Couldn’t breathe.

			Goddess, let the pain end. 

			No. No, I am not ready to die.

			He didn’t know how long it was before his vision cleared. He could still see the canopy of Nora’s bed over him. Her heart beat nearby. And in his chest, his own heart labored on.

			He stared at the dagger protruding from his chest. He recognized the gold hilt encrusted with topaz. He had seen it in his brother’s memories as his brother’s life had slipped away. This weapon had sent Rahim retreating to Orthros, unable to heal himself, barely able to step. By the time he had made it home, it had been too late.

			Dav was on borrowed time. If only he had managed to heal Nora’s mind before now. He had been trying all night, struggling to remaster his power. Why had his mind healing chosen the hour of his death to come to her aid?

			Dav would not survive this night. But there was still time to make his and Rahim’s deaths mean something. Dav could still save Nora.

			She huddled on the foot of the bed, her face hidden by the curtain of her hair. A streak of blood soaked through her sleeve. “The dagger was supposed to protect me from your magic.”

			He coaxed some air into his lungs. “It would, if I were a mind mage. But I’m a mind healer.”

			As he spoke, he eased his magic deeper. She clutched her head. She didn’t even know she had been harmed. Her tormentor had robbed her of the power to choose healing. Dav would restore her Will to her.

			“Nora, look at me.”

			She raised her head, her eyes wide. “What are you doing to me?”

			“I’ll heal the injury inside your mind that has warped your memories, so you’ll understand what really happened the night your parents died.”

			“Why should I believe anything you say?”

			Her reality was altering before her eyes. What evidence could he possibly give her when she didn’t know who to believe? Through his pain, the words of a greater Hesperine than he came to mind, and he gave Nora the wisdom of Queen Soteira. “‘Questioning is not a betrayal of the truth. It is the only way to prove your truth to yourself. To be a heretic is to question everything.’”

			“I’m not a heretic!”

			“Look into your memories and tell me if you are not.”

			The scars in her mind twisted Dav’s magic into unnatural shapes. Her anguish became his own. There was too much for him to heal before he died. He could not undo a lifetime of abuse in one night. But he could set her on the path toward healing.

			“Does it hurt?” he asked her.

			“N-no,” she gasped.

			 A smile came to his face. “How does it feel to have me this close?”

			She wrapped her arms around herself. “Safe.”

			He traced farther along the scars. All their pathways led to the crisis in the center of her mind. As he neared her misshapen memories, tears slipped down her cheeks.

			He flexed his hand. “Come here, Nora.”

			She shook her head.

			He touched the deep wound with the first delicate thread of theramancy. She moaned. 

			“You’re going to be all right,” he reassured her.

			His magic came to hand, precise and masterful. In his dying moments, he performed the most challenging healing of his career. As he reordered disjointed pieces of her life into complete experiences, he became lost in her, and nothing else seemed to matter.

			He rebuilt her mind’s Sanctuary, a bastion against her other scars. Her memories of that night flared to life again, and they relived them together.

			
***

			


			Nora knelt before the shrine of Andragathos. She heard the dagger case open.

			“You let him kiss you,” came Sir Virtus’s voice. “Of all your transgressions, this is the most shocking. I thought better of you, especially after the many times I have purified you.”

			“He kissed me first.”

			“What did you do to tempt him? Did you smile at him? Perhaps you let some of your hair escape your veil?”

			“No! It wasn’t my fault.”

			“It is always your fault. It amazes me that you can get a kiss out of a man, but not a marriage proposal.”

			His footsteps approached. Nora covered her scarred arms with her hands.

			His tone of reassurance sent a shiver down her spine. “For the sake of the Order’s reputation, I will silence the gossip. And I will never abandon you, no matter how much you shame yourself. I will keep helping you become your better self.”

			Sir Virtus loomed over her, Sancti in his hand. But this time, he held Arceo, too.

			All she could do now was take her punishment with grace. He drew Sancti’s edge along one of her scars to reopen it. Hot, bright magic sliced into her. He gave her other arm the same treatment, and blood trickled down to her elbow, burning her skin.

			“This will be your deepest purification of all,” he said.

			Pain tore through her shoulder, and sunfire burst behind her eyelids. Through the glare, she stared in shock at Sancti embedded in her flesh.

			The door of the shrine swung open. Her mother sailed in, all righteous fury. Her father charged forward with his hand on his sword. “What in our god’s name are you doing?”

			Sir Virtus and her parents shouted at each other over Nora’s head, their words swimming together in her roaring ears. Then Sir Virtus raised his arm. With a flick of his fingers, he threw the Blade of Protection. 

			Nora could do nothing but watch it fly and land in her father’s heart. He crumpled, his sword clattering on the floor. Her mother screamed and went down on her knees, throwing herself over his body. 

			Nora yanked Sancti out of her shoulder and made a wild swing at Sir Virtus. His grip crushed her wrist. He wrested the dagger from her hand and threw again. The Blade of Purification cut through the air and plunged into her mother’s back. Her weeping fell silent.

			Nora found her feet and backed away from Sir Virtus. “What have you done?”

			His rage drained away, and his face went slack with shock. He came toward her, his hands out. “I can still save you. Come here, and Sancti will erase this terrible memory from your mind. I will be your father now that your parents are gone.”

			She raced for the door and fled down the corridor, clutching her injured shoulder.

			“No!” His heavy footfalls chased her. “I cannot lose you. I will not fail you.”

			She lost him in the fortress’s twisting passageways and found her way out through a postern. With no thought of where she was headed, she tripped and scrambled through the dark woods. When she came out into the clearing, she hid behind the boulder to heave air into her burning lungs. But her head swam, and blood kept dripping onto the ground in front of her. Her vision began to darken.

			She came to with her head resting on someone’s lap, his hand pressed to her wound. Gentle magic washed through her, a buffer between her and the pain. She looked up into the kind face of her rescuer. 

			“I’m Rahim,” he said. “What’s your name?”

			“Nora.”

			“Don’t be afraid, Nora.” He smiled, and she saw his fangs.

			But she wasn’t afraid of the Hesperine. His fangs were far less threatening than the daggers in Sir Virtus’s hands.

			“I’m a healer,” Rahim explained. “This wound was dealt by an artifact, so it will take me some time to mend.”

			“He’s coming for me! Please…we must escape.”

			“Your body can’t withstand magical transport until I heal you.”

			“We’ll have to run. He’s a holy knight. He wants me alive—but he’ll kill you.”

			“You won’t get far while losing this much blood. I’ll stop the bleeding as quickly as I can and hope my veil spells hold against him.”

			As she fought for consciousness, he kept talking to her, his voice so steady and reassuring. He told her of where he could take her for safety, spinning visions of the Hesperine homeland in her mind.

			“We can give you Sanctuary,” Rahim promised.

			“He’ll keep me with him at any cost. He can find me anywhere in Tenebra.”

			“But not in Orthros. We can give you a new life.”

			“Why?” she rasped. “My family has killed so many of your kind. Why would you do this for me?”

			“None of this is your fault.”

			In all her life, no one had ever said that to her before.

			She looked down at Rahim’s fingers, covered in her blood. He held her life in his hands. And he was trying to give it back to her, although a Knight of Andragathos could attack at any moment.

			“Please,” Nora wept, “give me Sanctuary.”

			“That is a sacred request. I will get you to safety behind the Queens’ ward, or die trying.” Suddenly, he cocked his head. “I hear the knight. He’s combing the woods for you. Come on. We can make it to the nearest Hesperine refuge.”

			Rahim lifted her in his arms. Now she too could hear Sir Virtus’s heavy boots crashing through the woods. 

			“Don’t try to hide from me, Nora!” he shouted. “Sancti calls to your wounds. I can sense where you are.”

			The ground fell away as Rahim levitated. The clearing swept past at breathtaking speed.

			“Nothing can hide from the Blade of Purification.” Sir Virtus called. “It cuts through lies—and Hesperine veil spells.”

			Something whistled past them. Rahim jerked against her. The magic buoying them disappeared, and they crashed to the ground, tumbling down the hillside. Nora crawled toward Rahim, spotting the Blade of Purification out of reach in the grass. His arm bled where Sancti had clipped him.

			Sir Virtus burst from the trees. Nora threw herself toward Rahim, but her wounded body was too slow. Arceo grazed her cheek and plunged into his heart.

			“No!” She closed her fingers around the hilt.

			Rahim wrapped his hand around hers. “I must—return to Orthros. For healing from the Queen. No use to you dead. In Hespera’s name, I swear I will come back for you and free you from him.”

			“I believe you.”

			Together, they pulled the dagger out of his chest. Rahim disappeared before her eyes.

			Nora rounded on Sir Virtus, Arceo in her hand. Dodging her attack, he lunged past her and snatched up Sancti. He blocked her next swing with his blade. 

			She had no hope of besting a knight in single combat. Within moments, he had disarmed her and forced her to the ground. “We’ll make this awful night disappear, my dear. I will take good care of you.”

			He drove Sancti into the wound Rahim had tried to heal.

			
***

			


			Nora surfaced from her memories with a gasp. She lay against Dav, her face pressed to his chest. Eye to eye with the topaz in Arceo’s hilt.

			“No.” She sat up, her hands hovering uselessly over the dagger. “What have I done?”

			“Listen to me. You can still escape Virtus. I’ll tell you how to find the tower. Make a libation…ask for Sanctuary…the magic will open to you.”

			“I’m not leaving you! Help me understand what you need.” She drew a deep breath, gathering her calm. “If I remove the dagger, you’ll bleed. Which is worse—Arceo’s magic, or the blood loss?”

			“Save yourself. That’s enough for me.”

			“No. There must be a way to heal you. If you drink pure human blood, will it purge Arceo’s magic from you?”

			Dav moved very carefully, covering her hand with his. “That didn’t save Rahim. Not even our Queen’s magic could heal him.”

			“Even if all my blood can give you is comfort, I will shed it for you.”

			She scrambled off the bed and went to the wall, where she pressed the stone that opened a hidden niche. She rifled through the secrets she kept from Sir Virtus and seized the two vials she had stolen from the shrine chamber.

			The white bottle of poison was chained to the gold bottle that held the antidote, in case a knight needed to revive a Hesperine prisoner. Nora uncapped it and tossed back its contents. She counted to fourteen, time slipping through her fingers while she waited for the potion to work.

			When warmth shot through her body, she raced back to Dav’s side. She tore out of her festival gown and climbed onto the bed. “I’ll remove the dagger now, and then I want you to drink from me.”

			“Please, Nora. Go.”

			“I will not abandon you,” she swore. “Just like you and Rahim never gave up on me.”

			Dav swallowed. “If your blood…is the last thing I taste…then I’ll keep fighting, too.”

			“On the count of three. One.” She took hold of the dagger. “Two.” She held her gown ready to staunch the blood. “Three.”

			She pulled the blade out, his shout of pain ringing in her ears. Hurling the dagger away, she pressed her gown to the wound. His blood soaked the gold and white fabric.

			She pressed her throat to his mouth. “Drink!”

			His fangs shot out, and he sank them into her neck with feral force. She pressed her fist to his wound, breathing hard as he tore her blood out of her. He groaned against her skin, and she felt his magic reaching for her mind again.

			“Yes,” she said. “I’m here. You’re not alone.”

			His power wove into her, hers into him. In that moment, she felt closer to him than she ever had to a living soul. And she was losing him.

			His blood soaked through the gown onto her hand. Her tears splashed onto his chest. She would do anything to go back and change even one of her choices.

			She held his head, fearing the moment when his bite would weaken and he would slip away. 

			She would hold on to him for as long as she could.


		

	
		
			SIX - UNHOLY CONFESSIONS

			Suddenly Nora felt Dav’s fingers clamp around the back of her neck. With his other hand, he shoved the gown away and flattened her bloody palm over his heart. 

			The wound had closed. She didn’t understand why or how. She only knew that her blood was healing him.

			“Yes,” she cried, “take everything you need.”

			In a burst of speed, he flipped her onto her back, and his weight came down upon her. She clutched him between her thighs and ran her hand over his body, feeling the new life in him. Her own body pounded with awareness of everywhere they touched, as if she too were coming back to life.

			He slid her hand down the damp planes of his stomach to the front of his trousers. She felt the silk fabric and the forbidden steel beneath. Together, they rid him of the last barrier of clothing between them. Admonitions from the Order’s matrons fled from her mind. Her thoughts filled with words she was not supposed to know and acts she was not supposed to imagine. 

			She gave in to her desire to explore his cock. He wrapped her hand around his shaft and guided her strokes up and down. Fascinated, she learned his shape and texture. His jaw clenched, deepening his bite, and they moaned together.

			But his canines eased out of her neck, her hips twitching with the sensation. He gave the wounds on her throat worshipful licks until they healed into raw new skin. She arched under him, feeling empty, but he held her down and lifted his head.

			“Nora. Are you really offering me everything?”

			“If you’ll have me.”

			“I’ll have you in every way you can imagine, on one condition.”

			“Name your price.”

			“You will not feel an ounce of shame about what we do to each other in this bed tonight.”

			The guilt had bled out of her a little more with his every bite, leaving behind this wild rush in her veins. “You can touch me anywhere you wish. On one condition.”

			His tongue swept across his stained lips for another taste of her blood. “Anywhere?”

			“Nowhere is forbidden.”

			“I’ll promise you anything.”

			“I don’t want some tasteful consummation,” she demanded. “Don’t bed me like a proper husband. Ravish me like a heretic.”

			He ran his hand up her thigh, over the impressions the scabbard had left on her flesh, and squeezed. 

			She held his glowing gaze and let the heat in his eyes burn her. His magic swept deeper into her mind, a dark thrill. 

			He was upon her with Hesperine swiftness and grace. In one heartbeat, his hard length was buried inside her. She dragged in a hoarse gasp, pinned to the bed on his shaft, her core stretched around him.

			“Did it hurt?” he whispered.

			“No,” she moaned. “It’s too good.”

			He pulled out with blinding speed, leaving her wet and reeling. And then he filled her again, driving inside her with the power of an immortal.

			In the ancestral bed of generations of holy knights, Nora lay impaled beneath a Hesperine and spread her legs wider.

			Dav kissed her, shocking in his tenderness. “I love how wide your mouth is.” He smoothed her hair back from her face. “I love how wild your curls are.” He arched his back, and the different angle of his body pressed new pleasure into her. His warm breath washed over her chest. “And Goddess, I love the size of your breasts.”

			He closed his mouth over her nipple and sucked. Clutching his shoulders, she squirmed under his implacable hips. He worked her breasts over with his mouth, first one, then the other, until she was on the verge of climax and begging him.

			But then he lifted his mouth away. He turned his head. When he kissed the scar Sancti had left on her shoulder, she froze under him.

			He waited a moment, then licked the cut on her arm. “Does it hurt?”

			She swallowed hard. “Not now.”

			He lapped at the sluggishly bleeding wound. She could feel the sweet darkness of Hesperine magic flowing into her, putting out the burning light. Tears slipped down her cheeks.

			When only unbroken skin remained under his tongue, he lifted his head and recaptured her gaze. He began to move inside her, his forceful rhythm grinding her thoughts down into a haze. She braced her feet on the bed, needing leverage. Needing to move. She rocked her hips up for his thrusts.

			“I love how greedy you are,” he said. 

			Faster, harder, he pounded into her. She urged him on in wordless groans.

			“I love the sounds you make,” he snarled.

			She cried out, half growling, as her core convulsed around his shaft. His fangs drove into her throat once more, releasing her blood. She writhed under his bite, wringing out her long years of hunger on his cock. She felt him shudder with her and pulse against her inner walls.

			At last she lay back, his fangs still embedded in her throat, knowing he had spilled a Hesperine’s fruitless seed inside her. She was thoroughly corrupted, and it felt better than anything she had imagined. She let out a wild laugh. 

			He put his mouth to her ear. “You want more, don’t you?”

			“I’m so hungry, Dav.”

			By the predawn hours, she lay spooned against him, finally too spent to move. The deepest ease she had ever known settled into her languid limbs. But her body’s reprieve was not enough to keep her thoughts at bay.

			She said the words she needed to say. “I’m so sorry about Rahim.”

			“I’m so sorry about your parents,” Dav said. “In Orthros, when someone loses a loved one, we say, ‘Your grief runs in my veins.’”

			She turned her head, looking at his shadowed face in the dying firelight. “Your grief runs in my veins, Dav.”

			He stroked her scars. “I know it does.”

			“Why did he come here? Why would he do all of that for me?”

			“It is an honored practice among our people. He became a Hesperine errant—an immortal who leaves Orthros to travel human lands, offering aid to humans. He was moved to use our great power to alleviate suffering in the mortal world.”

			“And when he couldn’t come back for me…you did.”

			“It was his last wish. He begged me to rescue you. I hope you can forgive me for taking half a year to accept that calling, and not so gracefully.”

			She pressed her eyes shut. “If you can forgive me for greeting you as an enemy.”

			His hand stilled on her arm. “That was not your doing. Nora, I will not let Sir Virtus hurt you again.”

			The dream Rahim had given her that night came back to life. It was possible. A new life.

			“Forget this place.” Dav whispered the greatest seduction of all in her ear. “Leave Tenebra behind. Come home to Orthros with me and let every night be like this one.”

			She wrapped his arm around her, pressing back into him. Allowing herself one more moment of astonishing comfort from this being she had not known three days ago.

			“Can you forgive me if I stay?” she asked.

			His arm tightened around her. “Why in Hespera’s name would you stay?”

			“You are trying to honor Rahim’s memory,” she said, “but I must honor my parents. I can only think of one way to do both. I must become a dame in the Order so I can hold Castra Gloria—and work from within to protect Hesperines from the knights.”

			“The Order doesn’t matter,” he ground out. “I need you to come back to Orthros with me.”

			“It matters to me. It mattered to my parents.”

			“Nora.” So much pain in one word. 

			“I’m so sorry.” Her voice thickened. “I cannot fulfill Rahim’s wish. But we can get justice for him and my parents. I have a plan. Will you come back tomorrow night so we can end Sir Virtus—together?”

			Dav pushed her onto her back. His golden eyes glowed at her through the darkness. “Here are my terms. I will go along with your plan. But when we have defeated him, you will give me one more chance to change your mind.”

			She should refuse. If he tried to convince her again, she might lose the will to refuse him.

			But she wanted one more night of a Hesperine’s persuasion, before she must remember how to be dutiful.

			“I accept your terms.”

			
***

			


			Dav followed Nora down the corridor, the most dangerous shadow in the dark hallway. Her blood flowed in his cleansed veins. Last night had changed him, as profoundly as the night he had transformed from human to Hesperine.

			There was only one possible explanation for why she had been able to save him. She was the mate whose blood could free him from hunger for any other. The partner destined to share his long eternity.

			Nora was his Grace.

			Dav had already drunk more than enough from her to awaken their bond—and the Craving, the addiction every Graced Hesperine suffered. If she wouldn’t accept Sanctuary, he would face a short future of withdrawal and starvation.

			He had found her at last, after all these centuries alone. His brother had died bringing them together.

			Dav would not let anyone take her from him.

			As she approached the door of the shrine where Sir Virtus awaited her, her terror washed over the Blood Union. But she put one foot in front of the other, walking with determination toward her greatest fear.

			Hidden in veil spells, Dav looked Sir Virtus in the eye. Here was the fanatic who had tormented her. His were the hands that had killed Rahim.

			Dav’s hand tightened on Arceo’s hilt. He could no longer call himself a healer after what he was about to do. He didn’t know what that made him. He only knew Sir Virtus was the greater monster.

			“Honora,” came the man’s warning tone, “Arceo has not been returned, and now three more relics are missing.”

			“I know, Uncle. I noticed when I was saying my afternoon prayers. I have spent all evening questioning the servants.” She held out the scabbard. “I found this.”

			Sir Virtus snatched the empty dagger sheath from her. “Where was it?”

			“Someone left it on my father’s tomb.”

			Dav enjoyed watching the color drain from Sir Virtus’s face. 

			“Who?” the knight demanded.

			“I do not know, Uncle. But it was very painful for me to visit the crypt today. Will you help me find comfort in prayer?”

			“Of course, child. Of course.”

			Sir Virtus took Nora’s arm, and her emotions flinched. Dav bared his fangs. He stalked behind them as they walked down the central aisle of the shrine.

			The auras of the relics stung his arcane senses. The whole chamber was aglow with bright halos of anti-Hesperine magic. Nora had rid the room of the three artifacts that could reveal his presence, but he was still surrounded by things that could destroy him if he made one wrong move. 

			Dav hated watching Nora kneel with that man before the emblem of her judgmental god. This heretic would enjoy desecrating Andragathos’s shrine.

			Nora’s voice disrupted the quiet of the room. “On my last night as Lady of Gloria, I have meditated on my duty to my parents. Will you pray for their souls with me, Uncle Virtus?”

			A drop of sweat trickled down his brow. “Certainly, daughter.”

			Sir Virtus bowed his head, closing his eyes, and began to drone a prayer. Nora slid her hand into the folds of her skirts. 

			This was their chance. Dav moved swiftly to the box Nora had described to him. The lock was a mundane one that whispered open at a touch of his magic. He eased the lid back.

			Arceo heated in his hand, and a cold fire answered from the opal in Sancti’s white-gold hilt. Pain flared behind Dav’s eyes, and his stomach turned over. He wouldn’t be able to hold both daggers long.

			Gritting his teeth, he closed his hand around Sancti’s hilt. The current of magic between the daggers flared along his arms, white hot. He slipped over to Nora, kneeling to press the Blade of Purification into her grasp.

			He rested his scorched hand on her shoulder and tapped once. Twice. Three times.

			They moved in unison. He heard the blades glide through the air, too quiet for mortal ears. They swung together at the praying man’s heart.

			Dav’s dagger never landed. Glass shattered. Fragrant smoke struck Dav in the face, obscuring his vision and clawing into his lungs.

			“Step away!” Nora cried.

			Dav transported himself to the other side of the room, his eyes watering and coughs wracking him. Through clouds of smoke, he made out the silhouette of the knight, swinging a sword where his neck had just been.

			“Nora?” Dav called. “Are you all right?”

			He sensed her aura darting toward him.

			The figure of Sir Virtus loomed between them. “Did you think you could bring a Hesperine into the shrine without my knowing? Did you think removing those relics would fool me? My amulet warned me the moment that creature approached.”

			Nora let out an angry cry. “This is Andragathian Incense! The smoke will reveal y—”

			“Silence!” Sir Virtus barked, and Nora gasped. Her pain flared in Dav’s senses.

			Dav Willed open the door of the shrine. Air swept in from the corridor, and the incense thinned. He saw Nora in Sir Virtus’s grip, his sword at her throat.

			“How could you betray me like this?” Sir Virtus lamented. “After everything I did to teach you goodness.” 

			Dav calculated options in his mind. If he stepped to Sir Virtus, would the man have time to slit Nora’s throat before Dav could stop him?

			Sir Virtus dragged Nora toward a pedestal, where an orb of magefire burned in a golden chalice. “You will pay for this, Hesperine. I will drive you from this sacred place with holy fire.”

			When Nora’s hand moved in the folds of her skirts, Dav realized. Sir Virtus had been so preoccupied with the Hesperine threat that he had made his greatest mistake of all.

			He had underestimated Nora.

			She raised Sancti and slashed the Blade of Purification across Sir Virtus’s arm. The man drew a hollow gasp. 

			It was all the diversion Dav needed. He stepped to Nora’s side, ancient muscle memory returning to him. He dealt Sir Virtus blow after blow that he had learned in the Imperial army. When the man was disarmed and on his knees, Dav seized him by the throat and hurled him against the Shield of Andragathos. He held the gaping mortal there and let the man struggle against his immortal strength.

			Dav smiled, putting his fangs on display. “You’re the coward who threw a dagger at a fleeing Hesperine. He was my brother.”

			The scent of the man’s fear filled the shrine.

			Nora searched his surcoat, depriving him of his belt pouch of incense, his amulet, and a hidden prayer book that emanated magic. She tossed the incense into a bowl of healing water and dropped the other two artifacts into the cup of magefire. Nora watched his face while his relics burned.

			Sir Virtus moaned. “I can still save you, child.”

			She laughed loudly. Tearing the veil from her hair, she let her red mane free. “You failed, ‘Uncle’ Virtus.”

			“Turn away from this creature! We can defeat him together.”

			Nora held Sancti’s tip to Sir Virtus’s throat. “It’s too late. He’s bitten me. I gave him my blood over and over again. Then I welcomed him into my bed. And I enjoyed it.”

			Sir Virtus spat prayers and curses at them.

			“Don’t shout about holiness to me,” Nora shot back. “You killed my parents.”

			Specters of guilt haunted Sir Virtus’s aura. “This Hesperine has addled your mind! Lies!”

			“I remember everything,” she said.

			Bitterness welled out of the man, a bile so potent, it must have been festering in him for years. “I was always a better knight. A better man. I gave the Order my all. I even resisted my lust for your mother. Only for your father to take her to wife instead. And what thanks did I get from the Order for my self denial? They celebrated him. They entrusted all the greatest relics to him.”

			“When he was given Arceo,” Nora said, “that was the final blow, wasn’t it? You were planning to take both daggers for yourself.”

			“I was their rightful wielder! He couldn’t even discipline his own daughter properly! He was too fastidious to use Sancti on you. Why do you think he asked me to do it every time? I was a better father to you than he ever was. Your mother understood what was necessary. She prayed for your soul whenever she bandaged your wounds.”

			Dav’s thoughts reeled. But his own shock was not mirrored in Nora’s aura. This was a memory she had never lost.

			Dav searched her face. “Your parents knew?”

			Nora took a step back. “I was always a disappointment.”

			“They allowed him to do that to you?”

			“It wasn’t their fault. Sir Virtus must have persuaded them it was necessary.”

			“They asked it of him!”

			“They were trying to help me.”

			“The night they died,” Dav said, “they didn’t come here to rescue you.”

			Nora clutched her arm, Sancti dangling from her other hand. “They were coming to join him. But then Father saw that Sir Virtus had taken Arceo. He was angry about the theft of the relic.”

			Her parents had cared more for this dagger than their daughter. Even as Dav’s hand tightened around Sir Virtus’s throat, he knew Nora’s first enemies were already dead. And they had left her with scars so deep, she could not even bring herself to acknowledge that what they’d done was wrong.

			Dav fingered Arceo’s hilt in his free hand. All of Hespera’s sacred tenets faded from his mind under the red haze of his rage and grief. He wanted to drive the blade into Sir Virtus’s heart. Once for Rahim. Again for Nora. Over and over for all the blows he could not deal her parents.

			While Dav had been writing research treatises in the placid halls of Orthros, Nora had been here. Every day of her life had brought suffering. When Dav had begged his brother not to waste his power on ungrateful mortals, Rahim had come here. He had risked everything to save this one life.

			It took all of Dav’s Will not to tear Sir Virtus apart with the dagger. But the memory of his brother’s gentle aura stayed his hand.

			Vengeance was not a word his brother had known, nor a word Queen Soteira had taught Dav.

			Revenge was different from justice.

			Dav swung the dagger with all his immortal might. He listened to Sir Virtus scream and heard the blade point crack the shield. He left the man pinned to the shrine, Arceo embedded in his shoulder, his heart still beating.

			Nora stared at Dav. “Don’t you want your revenge?”

			“I didn’t come here for that. I came for you. What do you want?”

			She spun toward Sir Virtus, her knuckles white on Sancti’s hilt. “I want him to know how I felt.” 

			At last, her anger and her dagger were aimed at the same target. The whites of Sir Virtus’s eyes showed as he watched his judgment approach.

			Nora plunged the Blade of Purification into Sir Virtus’s other shoulder. The magic of the two daggers collided in a glare of light. Memories flared across the surface of his thoughts, coming to Dav in glimpses. Nora’s parents, falling dead. Nora, weeping, begging him for compassion. He began to sob, muttering confessions.

			Nora staggered back. “What’s happening? Sancti never did this to me.”

			“It must be the combined magic of both daggers. His own transgressions are flashing before his eyes, over and over.” Dav mustered his power to shut out Sir Virtus’s thoughts. 

			With his senses clear, he heard the heavy footfalls in the corridors and the voices of men rising through the fortress. He slammed the door shut with his Will.

			“Dav, what is it?” Nora asked.

			“A large party of warriors is approaching the shrine.”

			Nora swore. “The other knights have arrived.”

			“What will they do with him if they find him like this?”

			Nora’s lip curled. “The Grand Master will hear his confessions and strip away everything he ever worked for in the Order.”

			“That sounds like justice to me.”

			The voices drew nearer. Nora hesitated.

			“They can’t find us here,” Dav said.

			Her eyes beseeched him. “You know you must bring me back.”

			“You promised me one more chance to change your mind.”

			She came into his arms, and he stepped her away to the tower. The quiet of the Hesperine Sanctuary wrapped around them.

			But her aura was in chaos. He heard echoes of her parents’ words in her thoughts. Disappointed... Ashamed... Too loud. Too buxom. Wish you’d been a son. 

			Nora pulled Dav’s mouth down to hers and kissed him fiercely. He let her silence her own thoughts against his lips. His magic and his blood stirred in instinctive response to her need. But he only held her gently, waiting until she came up for air.

			Seduction was not how he would try to change her mind this time. He would offer her something even more tempting. The truth.

			“Remember what Rahim said to you. None of this is your fault.”

			Her hands closed on the front of his robe.

			“What your parents did to you was wrong,” Dav said. “It will take time for you to feel the truth of this. That’s natural, after they played mind games with you for years and wore you down. Which is why you need to surround yourself with voices who will tell you the truth about yourself.”

			She hid her tears against his chest.

			He lifted her face in both hands, stroking her. “You’re perfect, Nora. Everything about you. Just as you are.”

			The new thoughts spinning through her pulled at the scars in her mind. “What was it your queen said? Questioning is not a betrayal of the truth?”

			“It is the only way to prove your truth to yourself.”

			“I don’t know what my truth is yet. But I…I am questioning. Everything.”

			Dav rested his forehead on hers. “I want to be at your side while you question. Will you let me do that?”

			“Dames of the Order are not permitted to question anything.”

			“But heretics are.”

			“If I never return, the castle will fall down.”

			“And you can build your own.”

			The light of possibilities rose in her aura. The Blood Union ached with her longing. She was so close to changing her mind.

			Dav was done choosing the safe path. He took the most dangerous gamble of his existence and put his life in her hands one more time. “And if you need another reason…you should know why your blood healed me.”

			Nora’s brow furrowed. “I do want to understand how that was possible.”

			“For every Hesperine, there is one person whose blood is more potent than any other. The perfect elixir, which can sustain them for eternity. No other blood could have been restorative enough to pull me back from the brink of death.”

			“How? What magic is this?”

			“It is a bond fated in our blood. We call it Grace. And now that I have tasted you, my Grace, I will die without your blood.”

			She put a hand to her throat, where the unseen mark of his bite lingered. “It simply…is? Naturally, without any effort? My blood can do that?”

			“You’re perfect,” he said again.

			A sense of power welled up in her, drowning out the doubts in her emotions. “It seems I have you at a disadvantage, Dav. You need me. What does that mean for my future if I return with you to Orthros?”

			He pulled her hand away and scraped her vein with his teeth to feel her shiver. “It means you are my mate, and the only person I will ravish like a heretic for the rest of eternity.”

			Her throat moved as she swallowed. “Eternity is a long time.”

			“It will take you time to feel the truth of this too, I know. But I’ve been hoping to find my Grace for five hundred years. I can wait as long as you need to embrace the idea. I will be patient while you design your own palaces, until you decide you’d like to build something with me.”

			Nora wrapped her arms around him.

			“Can you deny you want what I’ve shown you?” Dav asked.

			“Leave,” she demanded. “Never set foot within sight of Castra Gloria again. And take me with you.”


		

	

			EPILOGUE - ETERNAL HERESY

			Four Years Later

			From the rooftop garden at the peak of the city, Dav stood with Nora and looked out over the domes of Orthros. Polar night draped the sky in indigo, and fresh snow glittered on the many-colored mosaics. He had seen this view for five centuries, but every time she beheld it, he felt like he was looking at the world and at her for the first time.

			Dav would never stop wishing Rahim could stand here with them now. But his memory would live forever, and so would Nora.

			Dav caressed the thin braid of his hair she wore in her curls. Her vibrant red braid draped down his cheek and over his shoulder, a constant reminder to him and all their people of their Grace bond. The wind tugged at her sleeveless red robe, and Dav ran his hands down her bare arms, caressing her smooth skin. She beamed at him over her shoulder, her fangs tempting him to kiss her.

			“You can see it from here! Look.” She pointed at one small dome among the others. Dav recognized the top of the Shrine of Hespera that Nora had designed and built to complete her studies with Yasamin.

			“Just think,” he said, “your contribution to the architecture of Orthros will be seen by everyone who sets foot here in the Queens’ garden, for centuries to come.”

			“Do you think anyone will mind if the kiss I’m about to give you will be seen by everyone?”

			“The Queens kiss each other up here all the time.” Dav lowered his face toward her.

			Nora wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed ardent kisses to his mouth, her fangs teasing his lips. How he enjoyed it every time her new Hesperine appetites overtook her. He heard the last group of Hesperine petitioners depart, but didn’t bother to veil himself and Nora. No one begrudged two newly avowed Graces a display of affection.

			Dav spoke in her mind, their Grace Union carrying his words directly between their thoughts. We should go to your shrine later. Alone. I want to perform one of Hespera’s most sacred rituals. He sent her a mental image of her kneeling in the Sanctuary she had built. Then him down on his knees behind her, thrusting inside her while he took her vein.

			Nora drew back, pressing her hands to her cheeks. “You indecent Hesperine. I can’t appear before the Queens with my face all red.”

			He gave her an unrepentant grin. “I think they’re ready to see us now.”

			“I’ll make you pay for this blush later.”

			“I look forward to whatever revenge you have in mind.” 

			Hand in hand, they approached the Queens through the garden of white roses. Queen Alea, once from Tenebra and pale like the blooms, sat with Queen Soteira, their Imperial monarch, who was as dark and beautiful as the Goddess’s night sky. Their only thrones were their silk cushions. For crowns, they wore one another’s Grace braids. Their power was self-evident in the ageless, endless magic in their auras. Dav and Nora put their hands on their hearts and bowed.

			Queen Soteira gave them an affectionate smile. “Congratulations on the completion of your studies, Nora. We would be pleased to attend the dedication ceremony for your shrine.”

			“You honor me, Annassa,” she replied, using the Queens’ honorific. “Surely you didn’t ask to see us only to show me such recognition.”

			“No,” Queen Alea said with a kind laugh. “We would also like to recommend you to someone for your first commission.”

			“He’ll be joining us in a moment,” said Queen Soteira.

			“Annassa, this is a dream come true.” Nora’s happiness lit up their Grace Union. 

			Dav smiled at his mentor. “You have our gratitude.”

			“He has a position available for a mind healer, as well,” Queen Soteira said. “I think you two are just the pair he needs.”

			The heavy tread of riding boots ascended the steps behind Dav and Nora. They turned to see a Hesperine approaching, dressed not in the silk robes of Orthros, but Tenebran battle gear. The blood-red braid trailing to his ankles was legendary, his grim, hawkish face known to every Hesperine, although seldom seen at home these days. He was one of the most infamous Hesperines errant to ever challenge his people’s persecutors.

			The First Prince of Orthros had returned. 

			Dav gave the heart bow, Nora following his lead.

			“Firstblood Daryavesh,” said the prince. “I hear you are a mind healer after my own heart.”

			“That is high praise, First Prince.” Despite how powerful Dav was, he found himself in awe of the magic pouring off the prince. The Queens’ eldest son had inherited Annassa Soteira’s dual affinity for mind healing and physical healing.

			“I remember your brother as well.” A shadow passed over the prince’s aura. “He was an admirable healer. Your grief runs in my veins.”

			The condolence had seldom been more true. The prince had also lost someone he had loved as a brother. Like Rahim, the Hesperine hero Prometheus had sacrificed his life as a Hesperine errant.

			“All of Orthros mourns with you,” said Dav.

			“I prefer action to mourning,” the prince replied. “Imagine if there were a Sanctuary in Tenebra where a force of Hesperines errant remained every night of the year. A refuge closer than Orthros, where any of our people could get to our healers right away.”

			Dav’s chest ached. “Such a place might have saved Rahim’s life.”

			The prince gave a tight nod. “I intend to establish a stronghold in enemy territory. I am gathering a force of Hesperines errant to serve there under my command.”

			“You intend to remain in Tenebra permanently?” Dav asked, astonished.

			“With heavy hearts,” said Queen Soteira, “we have given him our blessing.”

			“First Prince,” Nora spoke up, “for that many Hesperines to reside in Tenebra permanently is unprecedented. You will live under constant threat of discovery and destruction.”

			“Which is why I need a fortress, Firstgrace Daryaveshi,” the prince replied.

			Nora’s eyes widened. “You want me to build you a castle?”

			“It must pass for a Tenebran lord’s castra on the outside.” He looked around. “On the inside, it must feel like home.”

			“And it must be built to withstand the Knights of Andragathos, war mages, necromancer assassins…” As Nora named off Hesperines’ many enemies, Dav could already see diagrams taking shape in her mind.

			He rested a hand on her arm. “Are you sure you wish to return to Tenebra? Do you feel ready to face it?”

			She bit her lip. “And what about you, Dav? Your research, your patients?”

			Queen Soteira raised a brow. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed how restless he’s been in his work the past four years.”

			“I need mind healers like you,” the prince said. “You know how to treat the wounds battle leaves on the mind—and you aren’t afraid to take up arms when necessary.”

			Nora met Dav in their Grace Union. You never wanted to be a Hesperine errant.

			That was before I met you.

			She grasped his hand. “There are more Rahims in need of reinforcement in Tenebra, and more Noras in need of rescue.”

			“I am ready to heal more difficult wounds, if you are ready to build something more dangerous.”

			She smiled. “We can retire to do research and build palaces in a future century. We have forever.”

			Together, they turned to face the prince and the adventures that awaited them.
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