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      The embers of my brother’s funeral pyre crackled as their glow threw shadows against the vast expanse of Zaeth’s ebony feathered wings. “You are not the Dark Phoenix, love. I am.”

      My eyes trailed along the hues of deep cobalt and midnight indigo of soft feathers overlying the gleam of sharp, silvered barbs. It was strange how beautiful creatures were often the deadliest.

      I looked at Zaeth, studying the thick veins running up his muscled forearms covered in brands that extended to the base of his neck. My gaze swept across the hard planes of his chest, the hint of stubble lining his strong jaw, until I finally met his smoldering cinnamon eyes ringed in light.

      “You’re the Dark Phoenix?” I asked, stunned disbelief ringing through the words.

      I had a phoenix brand on my back, clearly a sign that I’d been marked for death, that I was to be the downfall of our world… But as I stared at Zaeth’s ebony wings, at the strength contained in the expanse of his shoulders, the primal predator cloaked in a fae body, my doubt turned into tentative hope.

      Zaeth dipped his chin. “I am.”

      “The Reaper of Immortals?” My eyes searched his. “The one responsible for… The end?”

      His jaw ticked, the only evidence of his discomfort. Lifting his chin, Zaeth’s eyes dared me to look away, taunting me to cower.

      I wouldn’t.

      “As I said, love, being the Dark Phoenix is not something you need to worry about. There are many monsters in this world, but none to rival me. I am their master. There may come a day when I succumb to the darkness, as the prophecies state, but until that time, I will purge this world of its infestation.”

      “The brothers.”

      Zaeth nodded, his wings tucking in tight behind him before they vanished. “Among other creatures.”

      I searched his eyes, knowing I should be terrified… knowing I was looking at the entity responsible for Pax’s future downfall. The bringer of the apocalypse. The ring around his eyes dimmed as the stars blazed bright around us, and still Zaeth met my stare.

      “You’re not in league with the brothers?” I knew the answer already, but needed him to confirm it all the same.

      He flinched, looking away from me for the first time to stare at the charred remains behind me. Something twisted in my chest—shame or perhaps guilt for casting such doubt on the person I’d discovered him to be—but the sentiment was veiled under a thick layer of numbness, one that always seemed to accompany grief. It had been the same when I lost my elder brothers and then my parents soon after… but this time felt different.

      The loss was deeper.

      Darker.

      In the seconds I allowed myself to feel, grief was all consuming. Not only had I been forced to watch the blade pierce my little brother’s chest, but I had to watch as the life drained out of the young boy I had cared for—the boy I had raised. The only way to survive was to distance myself, to push away the paralyzing pain of loss and give myself over to the detached numbness awaiting me.

      “If you have to ask that question, then we’re done here.”

      His fingers flexed as he spoke, the way mine did when they sought a blade, when my mind was too chaotic and I needed to lose myself in swords and blood.

      Zaeth turned to leave, but my hand lashed out, clasping around his arm before he could flit away. He stilled, but didn’t turn to face me.

      “What happens when the darkness wins?” I breathed.

      Because it would win. Everything the goddess proclaimed thus far had come true. I’d once discussed ending the Dark Phoenix with Greer when I had thought its end—my end—would stop the Fractured. Zaeth may not be in league with the brothers, but the prophecy stood.

      “What is that delectably devious mind of yours thinking, love?” Zaeth asked, glancing at me over his shoulder. “Plotting ways to kill me?”

      It was my turn to flinch.

      Zaeth turned fully to face me. A smile devoid of affection stretched across his face, revealing the tips of sharp incisors beneath soft lips. He spoke:

      

      “Dark Phoenix’s vengeance, harsh unbending,

      Torment abounds, unchecked, unending.

      Immense powers merge, blending, pooling.

      Great storms of chaos twisting, spooling.

      

      When wrongs are righted and wounds mend,

      When fear is conquered at battle’s end,

      Darkness will spring, devouring all,

      With malicious tendrils, none can stall.

      

      When wicked forces of old arrive,

      Death will reign among the ancient hive.”

      

      I stared at him, unflinching, as he recited the piece of prophecy describing all he would do.

      His lips quirked, eyes lighting as he caught something in my gaze.

      “‘Torment abounds,’” he repeated, taking a step toward me. “‘Unchecked, unending.’”

      The warmth of his body enveloped me as he took another step forward. My pulse kicked up, blood rushing through my veins as my body hummed with my fae essence, but I wasn’t afraid. No, fear wasn’t what called to my fae side now.

      Swallowing past the scent of cedar and earth as he neared, I tracked the small, lopsided lift of his lips. I wondered what they would taste like.

      The heat low in my belly turned to cold weight as I wondered if I’d have to pierce the soft flesh of his neck just below those lips when the shadows claimed him.

      “Tell me, love. If my death meant an end to all of this, would you kill me?”

      “Yes,” I breathed, meeting the cinnamon of his eyes. “Without hesitation.”

      His lips twitched, and a spark of mirth flashed in his gaze. “Lucky for me, I remain myself.”

      I licked my lips, daring to push him further. “And when you are not?”

      Zaeth’s gaze dipped to the movement before glancing up to meet my eyes. “Should the need arise, and I am too far gone to stop myself, Ryuu has already sworn to put an end to it. But you have my permission to take his place.”

      “I have your permission to kill you?” I asked incredulously, voice lifting at the ridiculousness of this conversation.

      “My time in this world is limited. I’ve known the truth of it for centuries. I’ve raged against fate, grieved a future denied to me, and have now come to accept it.”

      Zaeth’s gaze burned into mine, searching for something beyond my comprehension. His voice softened as his hand lifted, the pad of his thumb brushing against the pillow of my bottom lip.

      “I’ve protected the people of this realm the only way I know how: through death. I’ve sought out their enemies and made them my own—a feeble attempt to atone for the crimes of my future. But if Fate has her way, if I lose all that I am to the spoken prophecy, I can think of no better demise than to be the object of your fury.”

      His breath fanned my cheeks, his rich scent mingling with the lingering heaviness of embers and ash clinging to the air. My skin pricked as electricity raced through me, my dark fae affinities responding to him. It was pleasure and pain… and I was torn between the urge to kiss him and kill him.

      Zaeth’s lips tilted up, as if sensing my thoughts. He leaned in, his lips brushing the shell of my ear.

      But the emotions didn’t slow. The heat between us brought with it awareness, burning through the coveted numbness protecting my shattered soul.

      I took a shuddering breath as the sharp slash of loss and grief stretched wide, the pain of losing Will awakening all over again. My chest heaved, the prick of tears already stinging as I jerked away.

      The cold detachment returned as his warmth left me, like a wave rejoining the sea. I let it flow through me, the frigid haze acting as a soothing balm against the broken, bleeding organ still beating in my chest.

      Lifting my head, I met Zaeth’s guarded gaze with my own. “If you succumb to the darkness, I will kill you.”
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      My knees pressed into the soft soil surrounding the scorched patch of earth housing what remained of my brother’s pyre. For three days, I had returned to this place—to this field—and watched as the pile of ash and bone dwindled, reclaimed by earth and wind. Soon, there would be nothing left.

      Will was free from this realm. Free from its horrors.

      I allowed my head to drop forward. Despite the pain, my cheeks were dry. I hadn’t cried since the first night. Tears dampened my sisters’ faces every hour, but I hadn’t allowed mine to resurface.

      Will was free, but I remained bound, tethered to this body—this life—and the endless agony that accompanied it. There was much to do before I could rest, much to avenge, and yet, some days I wondered what I had left to fight for.

      Myself.

      My sisters.

      I reminded myself over and over again. Myself. My sisters. And all the souls Veles and his brothers had claimed. Torin, Jem, Mother, Papa, Will. Thousands of innocents.

      We thought we’d secured a small victory with the defeat of Fort Carnifex, having discovered the Light Kingdom was compromised, that their own king had yielded to the whims of the three brothers.

      We were wrong.

      Their loss only seemed to infuriate the brothers further. Human-fae villages across Pax had been hit in the first coordinated attack yesterday. Survivors reported a portal yawning wide on the horizon, depositing scores of our enemies before vanishing. Goblins, cú sidhe, shadow wraiths, and the Fractured decimated towns, butchering thousands without mercy.

      More pyres.

      More graves.

      Refugees flocked to the base, like animals flushed out by the vicious waters of a rising flood. Those along the northern border rushed to Caligo, the capital of the Dark Kingdom. I’d been worried about what reception humans could expect to receive, but Zaeth assured me the royals would offer a reprieve from the bloodshed. Naz and Soter had been desperately urging the villages to relocate… If only they’d heeded their warnings.

      I looked up, staring across the vast field, once flowing with grasses and wildflowers—now home to scorched clumps and overturned mounds. The final resting place for our lost warriors.

      For my little brother.

      We’d thought securing Fort Carnifex would demoralize them, would give us a win in this macabre game of life and death.

      A rough, hopeless laugh bubbled in my chest. We had won nothing.

      The subtle buzz of the forest softened as I wrangled control of my emotions. Forcing a deep breath in through my nose, I closed my eyes on a long exhale, repeating the process until the rest of my dark fae affinities dulled and my senses returned to normal. They’d been taking over more often, linking with the chaotic mess of my mind.

      Zaeth said it was because my body was in a constant state of stress—oscillating between grief and an unrelenting need for vengeance. My dark fae nature was triggered and seeking release—one I refused to give.

      Tempering my emotions would take time to adjust, but my body had already adapted to my fae abilities. My movements were more graceful, my healing capabilities remarkable, and, of course, the rounded tops of my ears had elongated into elegant tips the night Will had been taken.

      It didn’t feel right returning to the rooms Alarik had secured for me the first day he’d welcomed me to the base. Too much had changed.

      Instead, I’d been sleeping in the small room down the hall from Lannie in the infirmary. I’d gravitated toward it, the cozy space offering a reprieve from the world… and a sense of familiarity. There was a grand, intricately carved fireplace showcasing a phoenix, a dragon, and a raven with its wings outstretched across the mantle. A field of flowers stretched beneath them—lotus blossoms, I believed.

      Walking the familiar path back to the founded haven, I pushed through the doors and settled in front of the fireplace. There was something comforting and provoking about it all at once. The phoenix, the dragon—symbols myself and Greer possessed now that our fae forms had emerged. And the raven, it had to be Will.

      I’d been so focused on the carving that I hadn’t considered the pair of footsteps were heading for me, not until Alarik had pushed through the open door. He’d found me here the night of Will’s funeral, but I’d forced him out, too exhausted to talk. Too devastated to think.

      “Can I come in?”

      Alarik’s voice was gentle, hesitant. Maybe this time would be different. Maybe he’d finally stop looking at me like I was a wild, unhinged animal half-starved and fully mad. With more energy that I had, I forced myself to turn, to beckon him inside as I took a seat on the soft, blue cushions.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss…”

      Alarik’s words flowed through me. Over me. The same hollow words. The same offered prayers and meaningless condolences. I wanted to believe them, the sweet, kind phrases. I wanted to feel the comfort they were meant to bring, but his eyes kept glancing at the pointed tips of my ears.

      “I understand how you feel,” Alarik continued. “When my sister was taken, I suffered the same violent urges you’re facing, but I realized it was just my pain manifesting.”

      I only stared, not even finding the will to blink as he extended a hand toward me, gathering my hand in his with a slight squeeze.

      “I guess what I’m saying is that I’m here for you. When you’re ready to talk, I’ll be here.”

      When I was ready to talk—when I was ready to let go of my fury and finally start to grieve.

      As if Will’s death was something I could ever forgive. Ever get over.

      “No.” The word came out in a harsh breath.

      Alarik’s brows furrowed over bright green eyes swirling with confusion. “No?”

      “No,” I repeated, the hollowness of my voice igniting with anger. With hurt. “You think you know what I’m going through, but you don’t. Your sister died, but she wasn’t killed right in front of you. She wasn’t trying to rescue you. You weren’t the reason she was slaughtered.”

      “El, I—”

      “No,” I said, stopping him before he could get started. “We are different people, Alarik. Even if we’d been through identical situations, we wouldn’t process things the same.”

      Somehow managing to override my mounting fury, I stood, directing Alarik to leave. It took a few moments for him to realize we were through, but eventually he hovered before me. I kept my eyes downcast until he left, unwilling to meet his gaze. Not from shame, but because it took all of my self restraint to not drag my dagger across his throat just to silence his pacifying voice.

      Only once his footsteps had faded completely did I pry myself away from the door and collapse on the couch. I’m not sure how long I laid there with my arm draped over my eyes, but eventually the light faded and my mind eased.

      I awoke to darkness, the soft light of the moon casting shadows throughout the small space, and the gentle hum of a heartbeat.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you, love.” Zaeth’s voice was deep, strong and lacking its usual playfulness. Good. I wasn’t in the mood for games.

      He seemed to realize that, because rather than filling the silence with empty words or offering me hope for a future in which I didn’t rage against the loss of my brother, he simply lifted his hand. A long, hollowed iridescent crystal containing a gray powder within dangled from a silver chain.

      My eyes widened. “An ash crystal?”

      Zaeth nodded, stepping into the room as I pushed to stand.

      It was a traditional dark fae custom to honor a fallen loved one by placing their ashes in a sacred crystal, one thought to carry a shadow of their essence. The crystal didn’t trap the soul, only acted as a way for the spirit to find its way back to the living if it so chose. Some even believed a fallen warrior’s ashes could offer them strength in battle.

      My breathing quickened as his large frame towered over me, the scent of cedar and rain filling the space between us.

      “May I?” Zaeth asked, lifting the necklace. Cinnamon eyes gazed down at me burning with pain and rage and understanding—but not pity. Never pity.

      I turned, pulling my auburn curls up to allow him to fasten the clasp.

      Zaeth stepped closer, the heat of his body bleeding into mine. The pads of his fingers brushed along the sensitive curve of my neck as he secured it, the gray crystal settling against my chest.

      I traced its hard planes, the surface cold and harsh. Unyielding, just as death was.

      But at least there would always be a piece of Will with me… a chance some part of him might return. I let myself believe the naivety of that hope as Zaeth retreated, leaving me to mourn in peace.
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      “I really think you should come with us,” Greer pressed, following after Lannie as our little sister moved through the lab, pulling ingredients and supplies as she went. “I don’t like the idea of us being separated and the Dark Kingdom is sure to have new plants to explore. Maybe even a few healers who could help you.”

      Lannie side stepped her, her willowy frame slinking past Greer’s curvy one. “I don’t like the idea of being separated any more than you do, but I need to stay here. The city needs me.”

      She wasn’t wrong, but Greer and I would be leaving, accompanying Zaeth and the others as we headed into fae territory.

      Greer crossed her arms as Lannie unloaded her supplies onto the nearest worktable. “Is this because we shifted? Because El and I are fae now?”

      Lannie stiffened. “Of course not.”

      My own spine straightened as I pulled in a deep breath. Lannie’s eyes drifted to the edge of the dragon brand visible along Greer’s left thigh and then to the pointed tips of our ears—reminders of our mother’s failed attempts to bind our fae affinities. Lannie was fae, too. She had to be, but for some reason, she’d yet to shift.

      Her cheeks flushed as she realized I’d caught her staring. Jerking her attention back to the empty vials and various herbs before her, she exhaled. “I need time to work on a counter-tonic for the poison Veles used against our people—the somnus. Healer Grant’s health isn’t what it used to be, and the Select Guard are expecting an influx of families.”

      “Alarik said that?” I asked.

      Lannie nodded, her sleek dark hair tipping forward. Reaching for a leather tie, she secured it in a loose braid. “He’s preparing vacant rooms in his personal residence to accommodate the overflow of people from the infirmary, too. You know how busy things have been.”

      Greer frowned, but I could tell she was getting ready to launch another string of reasons Lannie should come with us. Reasons that Lannie would turn down.

      I studied our little sister, watching as she got to work on measuring and weighting various ingredients set before her. “You’re sure you wish to stay?”

      Her fingers stilled, but her rich, brown eyes met mine. “I want us to stay together, but Healer Grant can’t handle the number of patients, especially if the attacks continue at this rate. Alarik is sending men, even the fae are helping but…”

      She shook her head, gaze dropping mine.

      It wasn’t enough. We were losing this war.

      Humans were losing.

      “Very well,” I said, breathing a farewell as I gathered her into a stiff hug.

      A sour taste crawled up my throat as my stomach clenched. I swallowed down the wave of panic threatening to consume me and sought out the numbness once more.

      Anger was the only emotion I allowed and even that I maintained for short bursts of time. The others were too heavy.

      Too crippling.

      My world was shattered. The only thing left to do was walk among the fragments. So, I did—the only way I knew how—by locking away everything that was too big and too raw to deal with. One of these days, I knew it would come tumbling out. But today was not that day.

      Ignoring Greer’s protests, I fled from the lab and sought out soldiers.

      Alarik had, indeed, been sending out wave after wave of guards into the Borderlands, answering pleas for help. Many claimed to have spotted a monster, neither man nor spirit, but something trapped in between.

      Veles lived, freed from his host to regenerate his original form. Witnesses described a tall, pale fae with sharp features and silver eyes standing beside Alderidge at each of the villages, looking upon them before his creatures rushed forward. They said his body was made of smoke, fluxing into and out of focus with the shifting winds. It could have been anyone, but the deep, coiling sense of dread in the pit of my stomach warned me it was Veles.

      “What is it?” I asked, coming upon a cluster of soldiers barely out of training. Their uniforms bore slash marks and gore, but the haunted look in their eyes twisted my stomach. “What’s happened?”

      “Leave them be, kitten,” Jarek said, flitting to my side. His golden blond hair was matted with coagulated blood, more black than red. Matching splatters streaked across his battle leathers, but despite the carnage and bits of flesh clinging to his person, Jarek managed to hold a near otherworldly composure. His light silver-blue eyes were clean, devoid of the occasional kohl he sometimes donned, but they appeared haunted from the horrors of the recent battle. “I’ll fill you in on the excitement.”

      The others hurried off, eager for respite from the harsher aspects of this world. Turning, I met Jarek’s silver-blue gaze. “Veles?”

      His nod was all the confirmation I needed. Jarek looked past me, to the retreating soldiers. “They were burying what remained of a town a few hours west of here, when the Fractured descended.”

      My pulse thrummed as my vision sharpened. I raked my gaze through the forest they’d come from, searching for a threat I could disperse. For an outlet to this building pressure, but Jarek’s next words extinguished any hope of battle.

      “I ended the slaughter quickly, but not before a dozen of our soldiers lost their lives, the youngest barely a month out of training.”

      I shook my head, playing through the information. “Why would he return to a village already decimated? What would be the purpose in…” My throat ran dry as the sorrow in Jarek’s eyes deepened. A mirthless laugh escaped me, the sound bordering on unhinged. “He returned knowing we’d send men to put the bodies to rest. This wasn’t a display of Veles’s might. It was an exposure of our weakness. All so Veles could mock what little strength we have left.”

      A familiar cadence reached me as footsteps drew near. Evander’s copper hair came into view moments later. Jarek held his hand out, accepting the weapon clutched in Evander’s grasp.

      “Did they make it back?” Evander asked, looking at the light fae before us.

      Jarek nodded once before turning his attention back to me. “The Fractured brought weapons, each of them polished and engraved with the crest of the Light Kingdom.”

      A full sun with a blooming peony adorned the hilt of the dagger Jarek presented.

      “Veles stayed only long enough to mock us,” Evander added, pacing through his fury. “I combed through the bodies of the Fractured once it was over, looking for any clue where their base may be.”

      “And?” I prompted in the lingering silence.

      “Nothing alluded to where they’ve been hiding, but a leather tie was attached with a thick sheet of parchment to the hilt of this blade.”

      Flattening the heavy edges, I read:

      

      Let the real games begin.

      - Veles

      

      My fists clenched, crumpling the mocking words. We had done nothing.

      Nothing.

      Will was dead and humans were dying, and all we had managed to do was entice Veles into a twisted game of suffering. We were trapped in the middle of a war—one that spanned millennia. And we were helpless to stop it.

      Seeming to deflate as my anger spiked, Evander sighed. “It’s time to go. Cadoc should have the horses in the stables by now, and your things secured. I think we’re all eager to leave.”

      I gave a small nod, my fingers tightening on the crystal containing Will’s ashes. Evander was right; this place was full of ghosts.

      “We’ll be ready and waiting by the gates,” Evander continued, his voice growing cautious. “But Alarik met with me before we left for the village. He wants to speak with you before we leave.”

      My mouth ran dry, nearly choking me with the effort it took to hold back the meager breakfast I’d forced down earlier.

      Alarik.

      Stifling the urge to scream, I composed my expression into one of cool indifference and turned toward the general’s residence.
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      Gods, I didn’t want to do this. I’d once thought I could grow to love Alarik, but now I didn’t want to see the disappointment darkening his gaze. It only served to infuriate me… tempting me with the urge to unlatch one of the blades I kept secured along my forearms, and end his pitying stares once and for all. I shook my head in a futile attempt to disperse the monstrous thoughts raking through me.

      You cannot love what you fear.

      Zaeth’s words echoed in my mind, even now. Alarik had admitted to caring for me—that his feelings could one day turn into love. But Zaeth had been right. You cannot love what you fear. Not really.

      And I was something to be feared.

      The bite of my lengthening canines pierced my bottom lip, pulling a gasp from me and snapping through the haze of anger. Taking a deep breath, I let the metallic taste calm my body as I forced the yearning for blood to quiet.

      Gods, I needed to leave. If not for my sake, then for the others.

      “El?” Evander’s voice pulled me back to reality.

      I focused on his face. His body was tense, coiled and ready to move at a moment’s notice. “Are you okay? Your eyes shifted for a moment, like dark rings—”

      “I’m fine,” I said, the words harsher than intended.

      He snapped his mouth closed as I heard his pulse quicken. Forcing another breath in through my nose, I exhaled slowly and tried again.

      “I’m fine. Really.”

      The lightness in my voice seemed to pacify him, because Evander relaxed a little.

      “I told Alarik you were sure of your decision, but he insisted on speaking with you. He’ll be waiting in his rooms.”

      Nodding against a wave of panic, I started toward the grand house with its marbled floors and flower-framed windows—the house I’d once hoped to call home. The bottom floor had been altered, cleared out to make way for cots and various healing supplies. It looked like it would be fit to house an overflow of patients from the infirmary in no time. Thank the gods nobody was here yet. This would be hard enough.

      I had hoped Alarik would’ve let me leave without further discussion. There was no point in talking. I was fae—ruthless and avenging. He was a noble general, a hero to humanity. The savior.

      Each time we saw each other was like ripping off the scab to a wound that had only stopped bleeding. Both of us were left with an oozing gash, the edges puckered and swollen. It was easier not to talk—to stop pretending we could fix whatever had been between us.

      Maybe in another life I could have been his, but, in this life, there was nothing left of me to give.

      I padded up the smooth stairs, my steps quiet with my newfound fae blessings, until I reached the double doors and pushed them wide. Purposely clearing my throat to alert him to my presence, I stepped forward.

      Alarik straightened, anxious emerald eyes snapping in my direction. His normally well-kept hair was in disarray, the dark circles under his eyes reflecting the anguish I felt in my soul.

      “El.”

      My name was a broken whisper endowed with longing and regret and something a little sharper.

      He started toward me but then stopped, thinking better of it. “Please, come in.”

      The scent of sandalwood and cloves engulfed me as I neared, taking a seat against the couch. Alarik sank into the cushions opposite me, running a hand through his already disheveled hair.

      “Decline Zaeth’s offer. Stay here. With me. Stay, and we can figure out the rest later.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      He leaned forward, eyes brimming with pity as he reached a hand toward mine. “I don’t understand the… the compulsion you have to kill, but—”

      “But what?” I snapped, batting his hand away, hating the tenderness lacing his words. “You’re willing to condone my faults, to tolerate who I am?”

      “Yes,” Alarik muttered, the word low and thrumming with frustration. The single syllable splintered the mangled lump of my heart a little further. “I’m willing to try.”

      I met his gaze, anger and my self-crippling pride lending me strength. “Why would I?”

      “We could look for a cure.” His voice was hushed, vibrating with the gentle hum of hope. “Or something to rebind your abilities. It worked for twenty years of your life. It could work again.”

      My spine stiffened, my pulse kicking up with the worry of having half of who I was ripped away from me. “I don’t want to go back.”

      Alarik’s eyes narrowed. It was minor. I doubt I would’ve noticed had I been human. But I noticed it now.

      “You want to kill?” he asked, his voice pitching.

      “Yes.”

      His nostrils flared, his jaw clenching, but I wasn’t done.

      “I want to hunt down every last creature—anyone and anything aligned with Veles—and I want to slaughter them all.”

      I saw it then, the flash of fear I’d been expecting. Good. Maybe he would finally realize who I was.

      “I’m not the only grieving sister in this world, but I plan to be one of the last. I will hunt them down, Alarik. And I will butcher every last one of them. Not because I need to, or because of this uncontrollable urge forced on me, but because I crave to see the light leave their eyes.”

      His throat bobbed, eyes as cold as steel. “This is your choice?”

      “There is no choice. This is who I am. The only choice is whether you accept it.” I inhaled deeply. “Whether or not you accept me.”

      I held his gaze and watched, unmoved, as something in his eyes dimmed.

      “Travel safe, Elara.”

      There was a twisting in my chest as I headed for the door—a pain that once would have brought tears to my eyes as the bite of his decision washed over me. But I was no longer that girl.

      Hovering on the threshold, I glanced over my shoulder. “I’ve been a monster the entire time, General. I was only ever playing at being anything more.”

      His jaw ticked, mouth working as if he would say something else, but I didn’t give him the chance. I flitted down the stairs and out the front doors, knowing it would be the last time I stepped foot in his home.

      A chilled wind swirled around me as I started on the path of packed earth that would take me to the stables—to Greer and Evander, to Jarek and Ryuu and Zaeth—to my escape.

      I was forged by the actions of monsters and so a monster I had become. Death had changed me, as it did everyone. I’d been stripped of all the warmth I’d once held, shredded and chilled into the pinnacle of cold darkness—my frozen soul only flaring to life when I sought to claim one.

      I refused to let Will’s death be for nothing. I would embrace the shadows of my soul, bathe in the baseness of my instincts, and emerge every bit the creature they feared.

      A creature worthy of nightmares.

      A creature twisted and wicked enough to destroy them all.
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      “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?” I felt like I was asking the question for the millionth time, but Lannie’s response was always the same.

      “I’m staying here.” She sighed as she measured a vial of clear liquid before adding it to the heated glass beaker. The white mixture simmered, flashing a brilliant yellow before settling into a swirling gold. “As you know, Healer Grant isn’t at his best. With the number of refugees flocking to the base, there’s no way he’ll be able to manage.”

      My lips tugged into a frown as she extinguished the flame and started pouring the thick liquid into tin containers. She was right. The people who’d turned up late last night and this morning were raked with fear. Some were whole, but most were injured. Half alive and fully terrified. Lannie hadn’t left the infirmary since we’d returned and I doubted she had allowed herself a moment to sleep.

      “I’m sure he’d manage.” The argument was half-hearted at best and she knew it. I sighed, repeating the phrase again. “I hate the idea of us being separated.”

      Lannie set the now empty container down, allowing the small tins to cool. She shot me a frustrated glare as she tugged on the ends of her loosely bound dark brown hair to secure it. Her normally sleek locks frizzed around the lopsided tie, only serving to show how out-of-sorts she really was.

      “There’s a lot to do here. I’ve been able to isolate the active components of somnus, the toxin the brothers used against us, but I’ll need to test out the antidotes.” Her hand swept out toward the freshly poured tins. “These should help counter the effects to a degree, but it needs to be applied directly to the wound, meaning our people would have to be incapacitated before they could use it. Some of the stronger fae might be able to apply it themselves, but most will need help. What we really need is a way to shield ourselves from the toxin.”

      “That’s wonderful, Lannie.” My voice rang with optimism, tempered only by the knowledge that she was, indeed, far too valuable to travel with us.

      Lannie just shook her head, her gaze clouding. “If I’d only anticipated how they would strike…”

      My stomach clenched as a surge of fury twisted through me. I wasn’t used to the flicker of rage that had been appearing since Will’s death. “I feel it too,” I said, my voice low. “The frustration at not being able to change this outcome, but there was no way for you to predict what type of weapons they would have used. No one could have.”

      She took a deep breath in before releasing yet another weary sigh. “The point is, I can’t go with you. Even if I could…”

      “You wouldn’t.” I spoke the words softly, but they left me feeling empty all the same.

      She shook her head, lips pressing thin. “No, I wouldn’t. You and El, you’ve changed. And I haven’t.”

      “You will,” I pressed. “You’re just as much fae as we are.”

      I studied her, as I had since Will’s funeral. She’d withdrawn from us, refusing to talk about our little brother. As hard as she tried to hide it, there was anger simmering beneath her surface, too.

      “We did everything we could to protect Will. Veles… He just came out of nowhere.”

      Lannie’s brows furrowed as she spared a glance my way, setting another pot of water to boil. Her gaze was fixed on the various herbs strung about the work table. She turned quickly, but not before I caught the glassy sheen of her eyes.

      Oh.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” I whispered to her back, realizing that was what she needed to hear, even if she wasn’t ready to believe it.

      Lannie’s eyes flashed to mine, but she bit down her retort.

      I moved to comfort her, until the gentle cadence of footsteps nearing us stopped me. The noise was much too soft for Lannie’s ears to detect, but Serephina appeared in the doorway moments later.

      “Hello, Greer. Have you decided to stay? Lannie was telling me how helpful you’ve been in the infirmary and the idea of being alone had worried her—”

      “She was just saying goodbye,” Lannie said, cutting her off.

      Serephina’s face fell, the excitement there a moment ago evaporating in an instant. She pulled together a brave attempt at a smile as she stepped toward Lannie. “No matter. I’ve been studying and will be at Greer-level in the infirmary in no time.”

      The edges of Lannie’s lips quirked up, the back of her hand brushing against Serephina’s fingers as they stood close. “You’ve been remarkable. I couldn’t have asked for a better partner.”

      A flash of scarlet sprang to Serephina’s freckled cheeks, but she didn’t shy away from Lannie’s attention. In fact, she seemed to stand a little taller. Warmth spread through my chest as I saw the tension along Lannie’s shoulders relax. I was glad she had someone to share her days with during all of this. Maybe even some of her nights.

      “I could ask if Serephina could join us—”

      “No.” Lannie’s eyes narrowed, flashing with anger as she took a protective step in front of the smaller girl. “She’s not going anywhere near the fighting.”

      “I didn’t mean…”

      My words stalled as Serephina brought a shaking hand to her stomach, pressing over the spot where scars lay beneath. She shifted, chewing the inside of her cheek as her wide copper eyes bounced between us.

      “I’d rather stay here,” she said, wetting her lips. “Not much for adventuring at the moment.” Serephina’s voice wobbled, but she smoothed out her expression in the next breath. “I’ll look after Lannie.”

      My little sister rolled her eyes, but the edges of her lips lifted into a soft smile.

      “Vidarr knows how to contact us if you two need anything,” I said, drawing back. “Ahmya will also pop in from time to time.”

      Lannie groaned. “I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “I didn’t say you did. She and Vidarr have been getting close, and she enjoyed getting to know you at the spring celebration.”

      “We barely talked,” Lannie retorted, leveling a knowing glare at me.

      I grinned. “No time like the present.”

      “That’s very kind of her,” Serephina interjected before Lannie could respond. I was really starting to like her.

      Lannie’s spine remained stiff, but the hard edge in her eyes lessened as Serephina nudged her shoulder.

      “Healer Grant asked me to bring over fresh bandages in addition to the salves. Two dozen more refugees reached the South Gate this morning, half of whom needed wounds tended to. He needs supplies as soon as possible.”

      Lannie snapped into action. “I told him I should have stayed in the city. The infirmary there is severely under-stocked.”

      She continued muttering under her breath about being the only person who understood basic logic, but the turmoil swirling in her eyes calmed as she prepared to leave.

      Serephina spared me a small smile before coming to Lannie’s side to help gather supplies.

      “I’ll send word when we’ve reached Caligo.”

      Lannie waved a hand in the air, not bothering to look up, as I closed the door behind me.
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      The light blue fabric of my dress swirled in the gentle breeze, the long slit revealing the dark, skin-tight pants beneath. Lately, I had preferred showing off the dragon brand trailing along my thigh and decorating the swell of my hip. It was a symbol of all that had changed: of my fae affinities, of the life stolen from me and my siblings, of Will’s death. But more than anything, it was a promise to myself that I was stronger than I thought. That I couldn’t let Veles win this fight.

      As it were, traveling on horseback required pants.

      Even with the aid of horses, the journey to Caligo would take a week. Longer if we suffered interruptions.

      Interruptions.

      Ryuu had said the word with such detachment, as if he wasn’t referencing something as horrible as clashing with monsters, or finding devastated villages with burnt remains.

      Interruptions.

      I couldn’t stand it; how war and death—how killing—could be described as an inconvenience. I knew Ryuu had cared for Will. Gods, this was probably the only way he knew how to cope, but it didn’t make it any easier to accept. And now, I was going to be forced to ride alongside him for a week.

      We still hadn’t talked, but with everything that had happened, neither of us knew where to start. Something had changed on the battlefield, like a key sliding into a lock. Nothing more than a subtle click as the two pieces fell into place, but things felt different. I had watched Ryuu almost die. I’d seen the look of shock on his face when the blade pierced his chest, how it had shifted into regret as his eyes met mine from across the field; the last of his strength leaving him as he crashed to the ground.

      My hand pressed against the fabric of my riding cloak to the cool necklace tucked beneath—the one Ryuu had given me. The blue, intertwined dragons were beautiful. I told myself I kept it for aesthetic purposes, because it was the first piece of jewelry I’d ever been given—ever owned. But at night, when I allowed myself to feel every bit of hidden longing for Ryuu, I knew it was more than that.

      When I’d watched him fall, nothing else had mattered. Not his past with Cress or his ridiculous fear of me not accepting him for something he’d done years ago. I had watched the crimson stain grow around the blade impaling his body, his wings bent at odd angles, his back riddled with arrows… and I’d never felt so broken.

      Not until my brother was slaughtered just hours later.

      Against all odds, Ryuu had healed. I was relieved and grateful, but I didn’t know where that left us. He’d wanted space before everything had happened—space he’d asked for right after Cress interrupted us. Something had changed, but I didn’t have the strength to sort through what it was.

      Ryuu had been the one to ask for distance. So, Ryuu would have to be the one to fix things, too. I needed to be someone he wanted in his life—not just wanted, but needed. Someone he craved to be around… like I craved to be near him.

      Cursing myself for being so naïve, I swiped the fresh wave of tears from my cheeks and worked to control my breathing. With a long exhale, I rounded the corner toward the stables, preparing to meet the fae who constantly tortured my thoughts.

      Of course, my eyes locked on Ryuu as soon as he came into view, the green flecks in his dark gaze seeming to burn a little brighter, beckoning me closer, but I banished the hope threatening to bloom. Needing to preserve what shards of dignity I had left, I forced myself to take in the rest of the group. Everyone was here, except for El.

      Evander met my questioning look with a small jerk of his chin, toward the heart of the base.

      I nodded as I joined them, relieved she had been willing to talk to Alarik before we left. Those two really needed closure.

      Alarik checked on her often, despite the chaos of the refugees. It was obvious he cared for her, even after the two of them had called things off, but it was also grossly obvious he was afraid of her—afraid of what she was becoming—just as the rest of the Select Guard were. Even Vidarr seemed wary of my sister these days.

      Maybe Alarik would grow. Maybe they all would.

      Maybe the two of them would spend time apart and everyone would realize that El was justified in her need for revenge. It may not have been pretty, and Goddess knew my sister could be merciless, but I couldn’t find it in my heart to pity the creatures who had murdered my brother.

      “It’s good to see you out and about, little sis.”

      Evander offered me a tentative smile, which I did my best to mirror. He mourned Will, as my sisters and I did, but somehow he was able to wade through the loss with more grace. After Jem’s death, I didn’t know if Evander ever fully opened himself up to feeling again—even for us. I guess after you’ve already lost the love of your life, nothing hurts quite as much.

      Unbidden, my gaze drifted to the pair of large, white wings speckled with splashes of brown. Ryuu stood away from us, his glorious wings tucked in tight as he reached a tentative hand toward the horse. It shied away, skittish at first, but Ryuu waited patiently until the horse pressed her nose to his palm.

      The ghost of a soft smile graced my lips as Ryuu cautiously petted her. There was such strength in his body, in his wings. He was huge. So much power contained within a single being; it was disarming how gentle he could be.

      “Oh, good. You’re still here.”

      My spine stiffened as Cress’s voice sounded from above. I glanced up, just in time for the last pump of her wings to blast air my way, sending my hair swirling and tangling.

      Her wings snapped shut a moment later, depositing her a few steps in front of Ryuu. His eyes bounced to me, his shoulders tense, but he exhaled slowly, and focused his attention on Cress.

      Swallowing against the bile rising in my throat, I tried not to let the betrayal of that small admission show on my face.

      Cress held up a worn, yellowed parchment stained and faded with time. “This confirms the brothers are the ones from the Light Kingdom’s fables.”

      Forcing my personal feelings aside, I stepped closer, eagerly awaiting any piece of information that could help me carry out Will’s last request: finding the Spear of Empyrean. His last words played in my mind.

      You need to find the spear. You need to prepare.

      They’re coming.

      “It’s not a prophecy,” Cress continued. “Which is why I didn’t find it sooner, but the historical scroll confirms Veles, Draven, and Olysseus were the first kings of the Light Kingdom, born just after the territories were separated—following the Merged. They were clever, but lacked the physical strength of other fae. At the time, mental cunningness was thought beneath physical power. Needless to say, those considered weak were not treated kindly.”

      “Can you cut to the chase?” I said, my tolerance for her presence already wearing thin. I needed to know how to find the spear, how to stop the brothers. They must have been the ‘they’ Will wanted us to prepare for. A history lesson wasn’t wanted—especially from a long-legged, beautiful fae who kept shooting flirtatious glances at a particular winged male I definitely wasn’t into.

      Cress glanced my way. The malice I expected was absent, but there was no true sorrow either. Her features were placating at best—an attempt at empathy. “The loss of the oracle affected us all—”

      “Cress,” Ryuu gritted out before I could hiss a retort. “Finish what you have to say.”

      Her wings bristled and I couldn’t deny the small sliver of satisfaction it brought me to see the pout cross her face.

      “As the younger, smarter sister discovered,” Cress continued, lifting her chin, “the brothers ventured to another realm seeking a way to compound their magic. But for all their planning, they miscalculated. They ended up trapped in a land of ice, devoid of sunlight, where a different type of power prospered. The story ends with torture and regret, making it seem as if the brothers never returned.”

      “It would seem the stories were wrong,” I said.

      “Clearly,” Cress bit out. “But this scroll mentions an alternative ending to the story. In it, a great power spans the space between worlds. It guides the brothers back, assuring an army of creatures will support them—creatures from a land of frost and shadows.”

      Zaeth sucked in a sharp breath. “The Shadowlands.”

      Cress nodded, her arrogant mask slipping to reveal a hint of true fear. “You said there were creatures working with them? Creatures that haven’t been seen in centuries?”

      Zaeth nodded, and I could have sworn I saw a hint of light flare around his eyes.

      “What does it mean by ‘a great power’?” I asked, glancing toward Ryuu. “Who would lead the brothers back to this world knowing they meant to destroy it?”

      He shared a long look with Zaeth. “Could be metaphorical.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Zaeth said. “We were already aware of several creatures aligning with Veles, but we need to ensure the Shadowlands are secure.”

      “Maybe that’s the brothers’ base.” El’s voice sounded from behind me, her footsteps soft despite the storm brewing in her eyes.

      “Exactly.” Zaeth nodded, his gaze scouring my sister from head to toe, as if he might find the cause for her distress.

      El ignored him with something like shame flashing across her face. Obviously wanting to avoid talking, she walked right through us and swung up into the saddle of her horse. Ember’s hoofs patted the ground, excited to be leaving.

      “Ready to leave?”

      Zaeth was beside her in an instant, a taunting smirk curling his lips.

      “After you, love.”
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      My sisters were on their way to leaving this place and all the memories of our brother behind. Both had asked me to join them, as if the choice were as simple as wanting to go. A part of me yearned to be with them. To abandon the responsibilities awaiting me.

      Ser flashed me a soft smile, her lips a heartbreaking, pale pink, as we gathered the supplies requested by Healer Grant. I’d never had a girlfriend before, but I imagined the fluttering in my stomach every time Ser looked at me was an indication that maybe that would change in the near future.

      She was kind—and not the type of person who pretended to be kind because it was what society expected of them. No, she was gentle, tender and caring in a way I had never known another to be. There were no expectations with her generosity, no cost or unspoken agreement of repayment. Ser simply wished to help others.

      She had been a soothing balm against the rough sting of reality lately. I wondered if she felt the same about me… I wondered if her heart stuttered when our hands touched, if her stomach felt like it was doing flips whenever we locked eyes from across the room.

      I couldn’t imagine being here—carrying on after Will, tending to the hundreds of waiting patients—without her.

      I’d meant what I said about needing to stay behind. Healer Grant’s health was declining and there was nothing to be done for it. A disease wasn’t plaguing him, there was no infection to cure, just the slow decline of the body brought upon by age.

      And now, with the base acting as a safe location for any and all refugees? Who was expected to care for all of them? Who did my sisters think would be responsible for keeping up with the demand of supplies? For discovering faster, more efficient ways to heal the wounds left by Veles’s monsters?

      It fell to me.

      There were a few families with medical remedies for minor illnesses, but true healers were hard to come by.

      Though I yearned to join my sisters in their freedom outside these walls, a small, miserable part of myself was glad for the distraction it provided. Ser’s quiet optimism had made the few days since Will’s death more bearable, but I needed to stay busy.

      Death was a familiar concept to me, though not in the way it was to El. I saw it as a natural part of our existence—something we raged against and did our best to postpone for as long as possible—but each of us would succumb to it eventually.

      I knew that. Knew the finality of it. The inevitability of it.

      But the helplessness…

      “Lannie?”

      I blinked, realizing I’d been staring off into space.

      Ser’s eyes met mine, the copper hue warm and full of understanding.

      “It can be overwhelming, trying to process loss.” She started gathering supplies once more, nudging me to do the same as she continued talking. “When I realized they were gone—my sister, best friends, all of the children—” She swallowed, taking a large breath before starting again. “I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Some days I still do. But staying busy helps. Having a reason to wake each morning chased some of the darkness away.”

      We turned from the room, bags of supplies draped across our arms, as we headed out of the infirmary and down into the city below.

      I thought about her words—feeling the truth of them. Keeping my gaze trained on the path in front of us, I allowed some of the grief I kept locked away to surface.

      “It feels like I’m running.” I swallowed, searching for the words. Ser remained silent, allowing me to work through the tangled web of emotions. “It feels like I’m sprinting—moving as fast as I can, just trying to stay ahead of the pain. But it’s always one stumble, one moment of quiet behind me, ready to pounce.”

      Gravel crunched beneath our feet, the cobblestones of the base giving way to the rough streets below. I’d all but given up on a response from Ser, feeling foolish for being so vulnerable, but as we rounded the last corner before the small infirmary, she spoke.

      “I won’t lie and say it gets easier. It doesn’t, at least it hasn’t yet.” Her pale pink lip wobbled as her grip on the supplies tightened, but she clenched her jaw and held back the tears. “The loss will always be there, but you find other things to focus on... Sometimes that’s work. Sometimes it’s spending time with a… friend.”

      I glanced up at the last word, finding Ser’s cheeks flushing a brilliant red while she pointedly avoided my gaze. The fluttering in my stomach returned, fueled by a kernel of hope that she was talking about me.

      Edging past the long line of patients, I nudged the door open, allowing Ser to head in first. She smiled—a warm, hesitant smile that caused that small bud of hope within me to swell.

      It didn’t subtract from the pain of losing Will. It didn’t numb the grief I felt or temper the agonizing guilt of being helpless to save my little brother. But as I followed after her, I didn’t feel quite so alone.
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      Bright rays of the late summer sun shifted through the leaves; such a contrast to the frigid expanse in my chest. Ember carried me away from the base… away from the remains of my brother. I blinked, opening my eyes slowly, praying the scene would somehow change.

      You can’t wake up.

      This is not a dream.

      My jaw clenched as my fingers sought the necklace of Will’s ashes. Over and over, I had to remind myself this wasn’t another nightmare. Will was gone… and he wasn’t coming back.

      Cress muttered a quick goodbye, promising to send word to Ryuu the moment she discovered more information on the brothers or the Spear of Empyrean, before launching skyward to return to the Air Kingdom. Greer’s shoulders relaxed for all of a moment before she stiffened under Ryuu’s fleeting gaze. He glanced away quickly, returning to the conversation amongst the group.

      I sighed, urging Ember forward after the others had started down the path once more. This was going to be a long journey. Soter had left immediately for the Dark Kingdom to prepare Naz and the dark fae for possible counter attacks. Evander would be diverging from the group soon to join the Legion of the Light, and the Select remained behind with Alarik and the rest of the humans. That left Ryuu, Jarek, Zaeth, Greer, and me to figure out the next steps in a war Veles had planned for centuries.

      “That’s plausible.” Jarek tilted his head, drawing my attention to something Zaeth had said. The two were a few leagues ahead, but their conversation carried easily on the wind for my fae ears to hear. “Perhaps we should look to something equally as ancient as the brothers in our search for the spear: the Libraries of the Realm.”

      Zaeth nodded, the movement causing auburn streaks in his otherwise midnight hair to glint in the too bright sunlight. “Good idea in theory, but completing the task is significantly more difficult. Most of the great libraries have been lost to time.”

      “True,” Ryuu agreed. “I know of only two that have been used in the last century.”

      “Three,” Zaeth corrected. “I’ve made sure the Library of the North is well provided for.”

      Ryuu shook his head, a shadow of a smile gracing his lips. “You always did have a passion for the classics.”

      Zaeth shrugged, but there was a hardness to his eyes.

      Ryuu’s voice sobered. “I hadn’t realized you’d been back since your mother…”

      Zaeth’s spine stiffened, his gaze sliding over his shoulder to me. Normally, the heat of a blush would have stained my cheeks at having been caught eavesdropping, but I wasn’t embarrassed. I didn’t feel much of anything these days. Besides, if they didn’t want to be overheard, they should have saved private conversations until they were alone.

      As if reading my thoughts, Zaeth exhaled and returned to the conversation. “It’s because of her that the library remains unharmed. She cast the wards herself to preserve it. ‘We cannot progress as a world without first learning the errors of our past,’ she’d say. I can’t help but think she sensed what was coming.”

      Ryuu clasped Zaeth on the back, his large hand squeezing his shoulder a moment before falling away as the horses shifted. “Her life is avenged. And you have done well honoring her memory.”

      Zaeth swallowed before jerking his chin down in a stiff nod.

      I shifted my weight, the intimacy of the moment causing me to feel like a voyeur despite them knowing I could hear them. It was unlike Zaeth to show vulnerability. He appeared less stoic when around Ryuu and Jarek—even Soter, on occasion—but I blinked and the moment passed.

      “We’ll have to divide our search further.” Zaeth shot Ryuu a knowing look, one that caused the air fae’s wings to bristle.

      “Everything of importance has been recovered. There’s no need to return to the Air Kingdom. Besides, Cress is willing to relay any information needed.”

      “Some things Cress can’t handle.” Zaeth glanced ahead, toward Greer and Evander in the distance before returning Ryuu’s narrowed-eyed stare. “You don't have to return to the island—”

      “Don’t.” Ryuu’s tone brokered no argument, but Zaeth didn’t seem to care.

      “The Great Library of the Air Kingdom should be explored in addition to the Library of the North and the Library of Light. As we can’t find a way into the latter, we need to focus on the other two. As I said, you need not do this alone.”

      Ryuu’s fists clenched along the leather bridle, his eyes drifting toward my sister’s form despite his best efforts.

      “Draven’s blade nearly ended me.” His hand came to rest over his chest, the very spot where the red-eyed commander’s sword had pierced. “Without the spear, we’d have little chance of defeating him… You know what happened last time. You cannot ask this of me.”

      A flicker of something passed across Zaeth’s face. “She knew the risks. She stayed for you—”

      “And that single act of trust cost her life. I will not sacrifice another. Not again. Not—” His eyes landed on Greer, her long, curly blonde locks swaying gently with the horse’s movements. There was such longing in his gaze, such torment. Ryuu’s voice shifted lower, nearly too quiet for me to hear. “Not her.”

      Zaeth’s lips pulled down into a frown. “She’s different. She’s destined—”

      “I’ve made my decision.” Ryuu’s eyes flared a brilliant green, the pupils shifting into vertical slits. “I will not risk her.”

      Zaeth’s gaze narrowed, his voice taking on a deadly calm. It was the voice of an apex predator, one content in the knowledge it was the deadliest creature alive. “Alone or accompanied, the libraries must be explored. The future of Pax depends on it.”

      Ryuu held his gaze a moment longer before relenting with a curt nod. He pulled ahead, Jarek joining him as they caught up with Evander and Greer, leaving Zaeth behind. The dark fae’s shoulders slumped inward as Ryuu rode further and further away. It was a sentiment I knew all too well: loneliness.

      I supposed all powerful beings were.

      Judging by the dejected, unsurprised look in Zaeth’s rich brown eyes, it was a feeling he, too, was used to. One he had come to accept. If I was honest, it was surprising Zaeth had managed to form any lasting relationships. As the Dark Phoenix, he was destined to end this world or be ended himself.

      I had been shocked when Zaeth had revealed himself—and relieved. I’d been so sure I was the cursed creature, so sure nobody else would ever understand the power or the darkness or the insatiable need for blood that coursed through my veins. Then Zaeth had shifted, his incisors lengthening into vicious points, the bright halo around his irises flaring to life—his light while mine were dark. And then he’d shifted again.

      His shoulders had become broader, the muscles across his chest and back thickening, as great, ebony wings stretched wide. Zaeth had grown taller, his body lengthening to accommodate the sheer size of his ink-black wings. Since the fall of the Merged, only air fae had feathered wings, the colors a variety of light browns and soft whites, never anything darker than a light caramel. Never black.

      Yet, there Zaeth stood. A dark fae with ebony wings.

      My own struggles left me isolated, even from my sisters, but as I looked at Zaeth—as I studied the subtle press of his lips, the constant tension spanning his shoulders—I realized he was probably the one person in this world more alone than me.
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      “I’ll see what I can discover from my meeting with the Legion of the Light along the northern border tomorrow.” Evander’s voice drifted through our group, loud over the patter of the horses’ hooves pounding against packed earth.

      He slowed, guiding us to the edge of a stream for a much needed break. The brisk pace we’d set had my thighs aching, and I was eager to be out of the saddle. Whoever thought riding non-stop on the back of a nearly wild beast was a good idea should be brought before the gods.

      Evander set his horse free to drink from the stream before coming to my side and helping me down. “We still have hours to go before we rest.”

      “Don’t remind me,” I grumbled, massaging my ass to soothe the worst of the aches. “Do you really think they’ll trust you? You’ve been with the Legion for the better part of a decade. Surely, if they were going to allow you into Alora, it would have happened already.”

      “It’s been nearly a decade since the Legion has offered us an opportunity to return to the Walled City,” Evander acknowledged, handing me my water skin. “But I’ll volunteer if given the chance.”

      “We can only hope,” Jarek answered. “The Light Kingdom was their home. It makes sense the brothers would return after Fort Carnifex and concentrate their power.”

      “You think they’re hiding in the Light Kingdom over the Shadowlands?” My voice was shrill, coated with a layer of worry as I rounded on Evander, who seemed unsurprised by this bit of information. “And you want to walk in there knowing this?”

      Evander’s lips tugged into an amused smirk as Jarek shrugged.

      “It’s the most strategic choice,” Jarek said. “In the Light Kingdom, they would be surrounded by followers while also remaining warded from their enemies. If Evander could enter, he might gain access to Veles’s plans for Pax. Any information on their armies, their allies, or their weaknesses could prove vital for the outcome of this war.”

      El glanced over at us as Ember joined the other horses, the vacancy in her eyes dimming slightly as talk of strategy increased. She directed her attention to Jarek. “You once mentioned your aunt was a royal.”

      Jarek’s shoulders pulled back slightly, but he nodded. “I did.”

      “That makes you of the royal line. I know your history is complicated—”

      Jarek snorted, but there was a tightness around his eyes as he muttered, “To say the least.”

      “But couldn’t you enter if you wanted to?” El finished.

      She had once explained how Jarek left the Light Kingdom due to his family’s inability to accept his sexuality. Rather than remain confined to a lifetime of lies and repressed urges, he’d chosen to embrace who he was.

      His chin tipped up as he met El’s questioning gaze. “My past transgressions have caused me to be extricated from the city.”

      “You were kicked out?” I asked, glancing at El. “I thought you chose to leave.”

      Jarek grimaced. “I did choose to leave, but that doesn’t mean I’m allowed to return. Uncle Adonis didn’t approve of my sexuality. Mother’s pleadings granted me my life—”

      “Barely,” Zaeth muttered through gritted teeth.

      “Which,” Jarek continued, “is more than Aunt Inina and her mate received.”

      My eyes went wide as the name tugged loose a memory. “Inina, as in sister to the queen?”

      Jarek nodded. “One and the same.”

      Zaeth’s hands clenched, his eyes finding my sister. The two shared a look. I remembered the story of Jarek’s aunt, of how her and her wife were executed for their love despite the goddess’s blessing of a mating bond. Judging by the silent conversation El was having with Zaeth, it must have been him who told her the tale, though I hadn’t realized who his aunt had been.

      “My mother was killed shortly after my escape,” Jarek said. “Uncle Adonis couldn’t have discord spreading through the royals. Needless to say, I was elated to hear Ryuu removed his head for me.”

      My eyes shot to Ryuu who gave Jarek a small nod complete with a dangerous smile. “It was my pleasure.”

      “Wait,” I said, my eyes darting between them. “The Light King, the one Veles possessed, the one you ended up killing. That was your uncle?”

      Jarek nodded, waving his hand in an unbothered way. “Uncle, Light King, killer of my mother and aunt, Destroyer of Lives. He’s earned many titles.”

      I blinked. “You’re a light royal—like of the truest, royal line?”

      “Yes,” Jarek continued, “But, like I’ve said, I’ve been formally and emotionally disowned and have been banned from the royal city. Though I can’t claim to miss our family gatherings, I’ve spent the last five years attempting to return. We’ve suspected the light fae’s involvement with the Fractured for a while. Even with my efforts, we haven’t been able to prove it.”

      My mind was reeling. Jarek was a royal—the royal. If King Adonis had been his uncle, that would place Jarek in line for the throne, second only to his cousin, Prince Declan, who hadn’t been seen outside of Alora in years.

      “But if your uncle was the king and your cousin is as terrible as his father, couldn’t you vie for the crown?”

      Jarek gave a small shake of his head. “I’m flattered by your faith in me, but I’m afraid most light fae find my variety of partners an unsuitable trait in a ruler.”

      I blinked. “You’re saying they would rather have a psychotic killer ruling them than a seasoned royal with military experience, inter-realm connections, and the ability to rule with compassion and justice… all because of who you share your bed with?”

      A huffed laugh escaped him, and I was glad to see some of the tension leave his shoulders. “I know, I know. I keep insisting I’m quite the catch.” Jarek released a long sigh. “One day, my sexuality won’t be a determining factor on my merit as a person. Unfortunately, we’re not there yet as a society.”

      “It’s ridiculous what you’re forced to face,” Zaeth muttered, his jaw clenched.

      “The north is different?” I asked, actual curiosity peaking my tone.

      “The north remains a place of refuge.”

      I lifted an incredulous brow.

      Zaeth shot me a glare. “We may be a bunch of bloodthirsty brutes at times—”

      El snorted.

      “But even at our lowest point, we’ve been accepting of all—sexual preferences, fae-human relations, and female strength, among other differences. The northern kingdoms have always been more open.”

      “All of the northern kingdoms?” I asked, with a glance at Ryuu. His eyes were already trained on me, the deep green flecks smoldering with what felt dangerously close to longing. I swallowed, forcing my mind to focus. “As in the Fire and the Air Kingdoms are accepting of all relationships as well?”

      “Yes.” Ryuu nodded, his gaze piercing. “Love is not something to be regulated.”

      “Agreed,” Jarek said. “But the Light Kingdom holds firm to their traditions. Sexuality, in general, is not something discussed, but even if I wanted to overthrow my family, I’m unable to penetrate Alora’s defenses.”

      “How is that possible?” El asked. “You’re a royal, second in line to the throne. Your power should be unrivaled, especially in the Light Kingdom.”

      Jarek gave her a rueful smile. “I thought the same, kitten, but Veles must be reinforcing the wards. It’s the only explanation. I haven’t been able to cross them since the storm, which, we believe, was the brothers’ first attack.”

      “Are we sure getting into Alora is worth all of this trouble?” I asked

      I scrutinized Jarek’s reaction as I tucked away my water skin and accepted a loaf of bread from El, but it was Evander who answered.

      “It’s vital,” he said.

      “The perfect place to start looking for pieces of the spear,” added Jarek.

      The others nodded, the consensus coiling the sense of unease in my belly. Taking a deep breath, I purposely avoided El’s narrowed gaze and met Ryuu’s eyes.

      “It’s decided, then. Will’s last piece of advice was to secure the Spear of Empyrean. We must enter Alora, and I’m the only person who can do it.”

      “Greer, you can’t be serious.”

      I lifted my chin at Ryuu’s disapproving tone.

      “Of course I am. I’m the legendary cursebreaker,” I said, pointing at myself. “Unrivaled in power and beauty, remember?”

      El rolled her eyes, but a ghost of a smile played across her lips. I knew El didn’t like the idea of me being in danger, but she understood why I had to go. It was the others I had to convince.

      “Not happening,” Ryuu growled, the rumble of his voice powerful enough to pull a few skittish huffs from the horses.

      “I’m shocked that’s your response,” I snarked, exaggerating my wide-eyed look, my voice purposely light. “Completely confounded by your over protective inclinations, but you’re not in charge of me.”

      Ryuu’s face soured as Zaeth stifled a laugh, but Jarek and Evander’s faces remained pinched with worry.

      Jarek cocked his head to the side, assessing me. “If anyone would be able to slip through the wards undetected, it would be you.”

      “Undetected?” I asked. “I figured this would be like last time. I undo the wards, you guys rush in and find the spear.”

      Jarek offered a weak smile. “I wish it were that simple. We have no idea if any of the pieces are actually inside the city.”

      “We also have no updated information on Prince Declan,” Ryuu added. “Nor the state of his current defenses.”

      “Or the brothers’ army,” Zaeth chimed in. “The prophecy stated Will was the last shield defending this realm from theirs. For all we know, there could be a split between our worlds already. Or a growing rift.”

      “Exactly,” Ryuu echoed. “It’s much too dangerous.”

      My nostrils flared with frustration as I fought to keep up. “But we still need inside the city, right? If anything, getting into Alora is even more important for all the reasons you just mentioned.”

      Ryuu frowned as Evander spoke. “We would need to infiltrate without their knowledge. You’d essentially be a spy.”

      “She could pass for a full-blooded light fae,” Jarek mused.

      “True,” Evander answered, looking me over. “Though her figure hints at her human origins, and would come under scrutiny. You know how shallow the light royals are.”

      Jarek grimaced. “All too true, but full-figured fae aren’t unheard of. With a bit of luck and unwavering confidence, I think she could pull it off.”

      “Pull what off?” I asked, shooting the two of them glares. “And if either one of you are even thinking about saying something less than complimentary about the body I’ve been blessed with, you had better think again.”

      “She’s perfect,” Jarek beamed, swinging his gaze to Evander. “She could join you when you report at the border.”

      “No—” Ryuu’s deep voice cut in at the same time I asked, “Join him for what?”

      El lifted a brow toward Jarek. “You mean for Greer to join Evander at the border of the Light Kingdom and… What? The two of them would just walk into Alora?”

      “Something like that.” Jarek shrugged.

      Silence stretched for a moment longer before Zaeth spoke. “Greer could be mistaken for Sorscha.”

      Ryuu’s eyes snapped to his as a myriad of emotions flitted across his features. All the while, Zaeth refused to look away; refused to even blink.

      “Who is Sorscha?” I asked, hating there was another fae from Ryuu’s past, female if the name was any indication, who I wasn’t aware of.

      Ryuu’s jaw ticked, but after another breath, he looked away from Zaeth and met my awaiting gaze. “She was Prince Declan’s sister.”

      My brows pulled together in confusion. “A light fae princess?”

      “Yes,” Jarek answered when it was clear Ryuu had no plans to elaborate further. He spared a troubled glance toward Ryuu before looking back at me. “It was quite the scandal. She was said to have been whisked away near a century ago by a pack of ruthless dark fae. She’s known as the Lost Princess. Some even place her claim to the throne above her brother’s.”

      Zaeth looked toward me as Jarek fell silent.

      “What better way to play spy than pretending to be the Lost Princess?”
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      “Absolutely not,” I seethed, shooting daggers at Zaeth. “It’s one thing to have her break the wards, a second to have her infiltrate Alora, but pretending to be the Lost Princess? Are you out of your mind?”

      Zaeth narrowed his eyes. “On the contrary, love. This is one of the only sane plans we have left.”

      “Sorscha was a real person with real relationships,” I retorted.

      Ryuu flinched, looking as if he might speak, but I plowed on.

      “The royals would be able to spot an imposter. I’ve already lost my brothers and parents. I will not have my sister’s life risked for some half-thought out scheme. Find a different way.”

      “El,” Greer said, my name laced with pain, but I shook my head.

      “It won’t work.”

      “Actually,” Evander said, the word sounding like it was pulled from him against his will. “It might.”

      He inhaled sharply under the withering glare I shot him, but rushed on with his explanation. “Sorscha was young when she was taken, in the second decade of life.” He paused, waiting for Jarek to nod a confirmation before continuing. “Fae children resemble humans until they shift, meaning none of the light royals have seen her in her shifted form.”

      “It also means much of her personality could have changed,” Zaeth added. “Being that light fae don’t let royals—especially not female royals—mingle with the people of the kingdom, she was only ever known by a select few. Her return as a woman, a fully shifted fae after years of hiding in the wilderness, would allow for fluctuations outside the light royals’ rhetoric.”

      “Rhetoric?” Greer asked, brows knitting together in question.

      Jarek grimaced. “Ways in which the royals expect one of their own to behave. They project an air of benevolence, dare I say, a concern for others. But behavior within the Walled City, particularly when surrounded only by other royals, is somewhat different.”

      “You could teach me?” Greer asked, much to my frustration. I wasn’t ready to risk another person I loved… but she seemed almost eager to go.

      Jarek nodded.

      “How do we know the real Lost Princess won’t show up?” I asked. “You said yourself she’s been missing for years.”

      Jarek, Zaeth, and Ryuu tensed, but Zaeth met my gaze a moment later. “Sorscha has passed from this world.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “You did steal her?”

      “Come now, kitten,” Jarek said with a tsk. “Do we look like a group of fae that would capture someone?”

      I lifted a brow.

      “I mean against their will,” Jarek clarified with a smirk. “We can’t help if a person or persons willingly gravitate toward us. Sorscha was no different.” His smile faltered. “What happened to her was an accident.”

      My gaze darted among the three of them, but further questions died on my tongue as my eyes landed on Greer. She looked alive. Like the idea of slipping into the Light Kingdom under the guise of being the Lost Princess was an adventure she couldn’t wait to take.

      “You really want to do this?” I asked, studying my sister’s face. The splash of freckles against her cheeks had deepened over the summer, one of the few traits hinting at human undertones, but everything else was fae. Crystal-blue eyes peered back at me, her silver blonde curls, pale skin, and sleek pointed tips of her ears making her look the epitome of a light fae.

      She met my gaze with unflinching certainty. “We need to end this, El. We need to know what we’re up against and we need to find the spear if we are going to stand a chance. Will would have wanted us to finish this.”

      Swallowing against the thick knot lodged in my throat, I nodded. “Okay. I’m coming with you.”

      Greer’s smile was interrupted by Zaeth’s harsh refusal. “I’m afraid that’s not possible, love.”

      “I’m not leaving her.”

      “No, he’s right,” Jarek said, meeting my glare, unflinchingly. “Scowl all you want, kitten, but you would never pass for a light fae.”

      Rolling my eyes, I shifted my attention to Evander, sure he’d understand the need to protect Greer from the cruelness of the light fae. “A friend, then. I could be someone she met while in the Dark Kingdom.”

      Jarek lifted an incredulous brow. “One of the kind-hearted and generous dark fae who stole the princess away?”

      “Yes,” I snapped.

      “El,” Greer said. “I don’t like this anymore than you do, but I think they’re right. You’re clearly a dark fae—”

      I opened my mouth to protest further, but Greer held her hand up. “At least in appearances. I’m not as willowy as Mother was, and my hair can be wild at times, but I have nearly all her other features. I can do this.”

      She held my gaze and I saw what lay beneath her words: She needed to do this, to do something—anything—to help uphold Will’s last instructions.

      “What if Veles is there? He could recognize you, Greer. He could kill you—”

      “I won’t let that happen,” Evander said, meeting my gaze with a ferocity I rarely saw in him. “I’m already in the Legion. I’ll return with Greer, claiming to have discovered her fleeing from the north. Greer would simply insist I remain with her as her personal bodyguard.”

      “You would never be able to return,” Zaeth warned. “Whether we are successful or not, your cover as a member of the Legion of the Light would be destroyed.”

      “Yes,” Evander answered. “It would. All these years we’ve been waiting for an opportunity to strike. If we manage to get the spear, this could be our one and only opportunity.”

      “All or nothing,” Jarek said, his gaze softening as it landed on Evander.

      “What if things go wrong?” I persisted. “How would we get them to safety?”

      “I could linger on the outskirts,” Jarek offered. “At the first sign of a struggle, I’d lux and get them out.”

      “It’s decided, then,” said Greer, before I could protest further. “When do we leave?”

      Jarek’s lips twitched. “Not so fast, princess. You have much to learn about the ways of the royals. Though she’s been gone for some time, my cousin was raised to follow my bastard-of-an-uncle’s elitist views. Prince Declan is rough, but it’s his little cousin, Vesna, you need to watch out for. She was a vile creature when we were children, always finding innocent pixies or small animals to… play with. Sources say Vesna’s managed to gather quite the following, exerting her measure of influence over an inner circle.

      “For now, we will continue on to Serein with the others until you know everything about Sorscha well enough to fool even her family.”

      “I thought we were going to the Dark Kingdom?” I asked, eyes glancing between Ryuu and then landing on Zaeth.

      An unexpected thrill thrummed through me at the possibility of traveling to Serein. It was a prominent city within the Air Kingdom, comprised of towering plateaus jutting into the sky amid a canyon of red rock. The entire city was elevated, thrust into the clouds and shrouded in a shifting layer of mist, pierced only by the heated rays of the sun.

      Zaeth’s lips tilted into a lopsided smile, his eyes warming at something he saw in my gaze. “We’re making a stop first.”

      “Serein,” I breathed. “The City of Winds.”
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      The excitement of venturing into the Air Kingdom waned as we turned east toward the coast. Will had dreamed of traveling across the small expanse of the Borderlands and into the world beyond, intent on a life of adventure. Growing up, I’d thought it an impossibility. Our entire existence was consumed with making it through to the next week—the next night—and now, we were doing it. We were actually breaking away from the prisons of our circumstances… but Will wasn’t here to see it.

      We rode for hours, stopping at a few small villages along the southernmost part of the Dark Kingdom before adjusting course toward Serein. Zaeth insisted we make the rounds through each of the remaining villages, ensuring all who wished to be relocated were helped. Most had already heeded Naz’s advice, meaning a good portion of the villages were already empty.

      Evander bid us farewell an hour ago, turning south for the Light Kingdom after we’d confirmed the towns in question were vacated. He would meet up with us later, hopefully with a way into the Alora. For now, the five of us moved on, traveling silently through the day until Greer called for a break. The sun was quickly fading to the east, and we had miles to go, but my sister wasn’t someone to be ignored.

      My fingers twitched, itching for a blade as we stopped among the trees. The urge to fight was always there. Zaeth’s warnings about bloodlust, about needing to expel some of the pent up energy rang through my mind.

      Only powerful fae reported issues following the transition, most commonly within the first few years. Being that my sisters and I had been bound, nobody knew how our urges would manifest. Greer denied any such problems, which Zaeth believed suggested she would’ve shifted around the same time as her bounds were broken. Based on how often I felt like I needed to gut something, Zaeth also reasoned I would’ve naturally shifted a while ago—maybe even years.

      It had been only two weeks since I’d slaughtered Veles’s minions after losing Will, but already I felt the pulsing need to shed blood. It was growing, quickly consuming a vast portion of my thoughts—my dreams. I’d awoken just this morning recalling the sticky feeling of my clothes matted to my skin during battle, saturated in thick swaths of red as a sweet, metallic scent coated the air.

      Running through exercises daily, most of which were with a blade, barely took the edge off. I yearned for battle, to seek our enemies and destroy them. Zaeth explained it was my fae affinities demanding release. As a dark fae, I could work through the compounding energy through war… or through sex.

      I’d shot him a seething glare as he mentioned the latter, hating the way his offer to help me relieve some tension made a traitorous part of my heart flutter. No, flutter was too soft a word. His wicked grin seemed to call to me… stoking a dormant fire within.

      I squeezed the leather of Ember’s bridle, tearing my gaze away from Zaeth as I slipped from her back and gathered my supplies. Ripping off a hunk of bread, I chewed, doing everything I could to repress the flare of power humming in my veins. I just needed space. Leaving the others behind, I walked a few paces through the forest.

      Rolling out my shoulders, I forced a deep breath in through my nose, exhaling through my lips before I opened my eyes—only to be met with Zaeth’s waiting stare.

      “Feeling okay, love?”

      Lifting my chin, I pushed past him, starting the short walk toward the others gathered along the river bank. “Fine.”

      “Good,” Zaeth said with forced lightness. “We wouldn’t want your new fae affinities to put the team in danger.”

      I ignored him, keeping my eyes trained ahead as he leaned closer.

      “My offer still stands,” he whispered, the warmth of his breath sending a pulse of electricity through my body. “Battle or body… I’d be more than happy to assist.”

      Heat pooled low in my stomach, my body responding to the promise of his words. Hoping he hadn’t notice the flush of my cheeks, I increased my speed in a feeble attempt to put distance between us.

      “Anger, pain, the need for vengeance—it’s all normal, love.” The softness to Zaeth’s voice was worse than his normal casual teasing. It was too disarming—too real. “But you need to work through this. Repressed energy—repressed emotions—they’re dangerous in any powerful fae, but especially in an untrained and recently settled dark fae who doesn’t know how to control her shifts. You should be burning through the excess energy regularly. Sparring will only get you so far—”

      “I can handle the power,” I snapped, refusing to give thought to the way my canines seemed to lengthen as my fists clenched.

      Anger. I knew anger—could control anger. It was the accompanying wave of grief that threatened to drag me under.

      I didn’t want to hear this. I knew it wasn’t healthy repressing the pain, knew I should be working through the loss rather than clinging to numbness. Like Greer was.

      She handled things much better than I did, giving into the tears when they came. Even Lannie had broken down a few times before we parted. They cried and screamed—they felt. But I couldn’t.

      I wouldn’t survive it.

      Swallowing the mounting pressure, I sought the chilling numbness once more and steadied my voice. “I’m fine. Not all of us need to talk about our emotions.”

      Zaeth lifted a brow.

      Ignoring him, I faced the road where the others stood a few paces ahead of us. “How long until we reach Serein?”

      Zaeth looked at me a moment longer, as if to say, ‘this conversation wasn’t over’ but relented in the end. “It’s along the southeastern portion of the Air Kingdom. Only a few nights of travel will be needed.”

      He reached forward, his fingers grazing the tips of mine and gently tugging me back to him. The others were just ahead. I could easily pull away, but the intensity swirling in his eyes as I glanced up from our tangled hands vanquished any thoughts of escape.

      “I know the force of such power,” he said, voice uncharacteristically serious. “I’ve lived a great portion of my life teetering along the line of the pleasure and pain it brings, but there must be an outlet.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Don’t.” His voice was low, not quite threatening, but menacing all the same. “Do not. Lie. To me. It’s okay to do terrible things to beings who deserve it. I will not fault you for your anger, nor judge you for your darkness, because I am all too familiar with my own. But don’t lie to me, love.”

      His thumb stroked down the back of my hand, leaving my skin tingling in its wake. We remained there, time suspended, until his grip loosened, falling away and leaving the skin cold.

      I swallowed, studying him, searching for any sign of deceit or fear, but Zaeth simply waited.

      “You believe it’s okay—to do unspeakable things?”

      Zaeth’s gaze was unflinching, and I could’ve sworn the edges of his irises flared a little brighter. “To those who have committed unspeakable crimes? Yes.”

      I hesitated a moment longer, feeling the sincerity of his words. “They took my brother from me.”

      He nodded, the fire of his eyes burning brighter as a wash of sadness joined his pain.

      “They’ve killed hundreds of others,” I said.

      “Thousands,” he agreed.

      “I will have my revenge.”

      I waited for the horror, the disgust, but Zaeth only nodded.

      “I need training,” I blurted, the words spilling forth. “I’ve had training as a human, and I’ve dipped into my fae affinities before, but I didn’t realize what I was doing.”

      “You need training as a fae.”

      “Yes, and not just the basics. I don’t want to waste time playing it safe. People are dying. Every day we lose more. I need to be ready.”

      He took a step closer, the heat of his body warming mine as the scent of cedar and rain engulfed me, awakening me from the inside out. “Retribution is one of my specialties. It’s a skill I’ve honed over the centuries. Being a powerful dark fae already equips you with instincts for battle far beyond any other, but I promise to aid you where I can.”

      “Good, because when we find Veles, I expect the trail of corpses left in my wake to rival your own.”

      Zaeth’s lips tugged into a wicked grin. “I would expect nothing less, love.”
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      The days passed in a blur. Despite his clear aversion to returning to the Air Kingdom, Ryuu insisted we maintain a swift pace. There was little time for anything other than eating, riding, and sleeping, before the cycle repeated.

      My cheeks were damp more often than not as I was constantly bombarded by memories of Will. Knowing I’d never make new ones was nearly unbearable. It was suffocating and exhausting, but every once in a while there were moments—a few fleeting seconds—when I could breathe. When the world stilled and I focused on the feeling of air passing in and out of my lungs. A glimmer of… not peace exactly, but not pain either.

      Now was one of those moments.

      It had been a hard day of riding, but we’d passed into the northernmost territory of the Light Kingdom. The sun was fading, its soft, twilight glow casting shadows over the distant horizon of rolling hills and swaying grasses. Calming hints of lavender floated around us as our pace slowed. It was a little late in the season, but the small purple blossoms were abundant in the fields stretching before us, rocking gently in the brisk evening breeze.

      “It’s beautiful,” I whispered.

      Ryuu’s wings relaxed, the white tips grazing the swaying blossoms as he matched the gait of my horse. I often forgot how tall he was, but in moments like this, with me astride by horse and him walking beside me, Ryuu was nearly at eye level.

      Instead of stopping for breaks along our journey, we had adopted periods of slower progress—one where the horses were allowed to stroll calmly. His wings were too large, his frame too wide to fit comfortably on a horse. Ryuu often preferred to walk or fly rather than travel on horseback anyway, and in times like these, he allowed his horse to wander.

      “Why do you walk?” I asked. “If I were you, there’s no way I’d do anything but fly.”

      His lips twitched, the small movement sending my stomach fluttering. The soft swirling grew deeper, transitioning into heat pooling low in my belly as his reptilian-green eyes held mine.

      “There are views from the ground that I’d miss from up above.” My cheeks flushed as his eyes dilated, the pupils lengthening into vertical slits. “Unrivaled views.”

      We hadn’t talked yet, but the tension between us had shifted into this—into something thick and charged. Things were still uncomfortable, but there was an added layer of desire beneath the disquiet.

      “It is beautiful,” I said, breaking eye contact to look at the fields of lavender all around.

      Ryuu’s gaze returned to the horizon, but mine crept back to him. Every bit of him was captivating. His powerful thighs shifted with each step, a few dark strands of his hair caught in the gentle breeze. The wind pressed the thin fabric of his top against the hard ridges of his chest. Gods, he looked good. Almost as good as he had looked between my thighs.

      “It’s a shame the Light Kingdom is so near,” I said, as I slipped down beside him and left my horse to join his. “Jarek would really give all this up?”

      He looked over at me then, the green flecks in his eyes always seeming to see more than I wanted him to. “Not everyone wishes to rule a nation, but if we are successful, perhaps he’ll have the chance to start anew.”

      My stomach twisted. If we were successful. Meaning if I was able to slip through Alora’s wards, impersonating a long lost princess, and dismantling the brothers’ war plans, then maybe—maybe—this world could be different.

      I took my time inhaling a deep breath of lavender-scented air before letting it out. “It does sound impossible.”

      He cocked a brow. “Improbable, not impossible.”

      I rolled my eyes, secretly loving the nearly imperceptible twitch it brought to his lips. The edge of his wings stretched, the soft underside just grazing my shoulders. His arm reached around me, the warmth of his palm gingerly coming to rest along the swelling of my hip. Such a small movement, and yet, my skin was set ablaze, tingling with longing.

      Ryuu was gravity, pulling me closer without even realizing the force he was exerting, but he had pulled away… seeming to have chosen Cress when I’d been most vulnerable. Keeping my eyes focused on the field of flowers before us, I asked the question I’d been dreading.

      “Are you sure Cress wouldn’t mind you talking to me?”

      Ryuu’s spine stiffened, snatching his hand back as if I’d stung him. “I am not with Cress.”

      I ground my teeth, hating the way he said her name, hating that she’d once tasted his lips. Once had more of him.

      “If that were true, then what happened in the library?” I hissed, glancing to the others ahead in the distance. I dropped my voice, mindful to keep the conversation between the two of us. “You were finally opening up to me and then she walked in—”

      “This has nothing to do with her,” Ryuu growled, the green in his eyes blazing. “This is about you.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes—”

      “This is definitely not about me. I was perfectly happy with the way things were going. Or did my orgasm scream ‘stop and go after another woman’ to you?”

      Ryuu spun, pinning me in place with the fierceness of his gaze. “I wasn’t going after her—”

      “That’s not what it seemed like—”

      “Stop. Talking.” Ryuu held up a hand, his finger dangerously close to my mouth. I batted it away, words poised on my tongue, but he was there, gently gripping my wrists as his intoxicating scent of rain and wind swirled around me.

      “Normally, I find your ability to fill any bit of silence with words enduring and oddly charming, but this time, I need you to hear me.”

      He waited as my lips pressed thin. I lifted a brow, ignoring the way my heart sped at his nearness. Ryuu’s lips quirked, but his eyes held a seriousness that had me swallowing in anticipation.

      “You are my priority, Greer,” he said, the last ‘r’ of my name rolling under his ancient accent as his hands freed mine, tracing subtle swirls up my arms. “It wasn’t fair to you. I never should have let myself get so close. I never should have placed you in danger—”

      “You’re not placing me anywhere,” I snapped, hating the implication that I was a bystander in my own life. “You don’t get to make decisions for me. I chose to kiss you. I’m choosing to go to the Light Kingdom. Don’t decide we’re over before we’ve even begun—especially not for my benefit.”

      His wings snapped in, shoulders drawing back. “I didn’t mean to say it wasn’t your choice, but since you brought up the Light Kingdom, you will be in danger—”

      “Yeah, I got that—”

      “Every second of every day. And you have no training—”

      “Again, thanks for the reminder and the confirmation of your total lack of faith in me.”

      “That’s not what I…” Ryuu’s lips pressed thin as he forced a steady breath out through his nose. “We’ll rest here tonight. Be prepared to leave at dawn. We don’t want to linger in the Light Kingdom any longer than necessary.”

      Not ready for our argument to be over, I opened my mouth to protest, but Ryuu had already stepped away, wings beating down in a harsh motion as he launched himself into the early evening sky.

      “We’re not done talking,” I shouted after him, knowing he’d be up there for another hour at least, sweeping the immediate area for any signs of a threat. He’d done the same thing each night, not resting until he was sure we were safe.

      Glancing ahead, I saw El lingering just ahead, probably having caught the last of the conversation. I could flit to El’s side in a few seconds… but she wasn’t who I wanted to talk to.

      I wrapped my arms around myself as I continued walking at a human’s pace. The sting of loneliness settled over me as a powerful gust of wind tangled my silver blonde curls, obscuring my view of the great pair of wings drifting further and further away.
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        * * *

      

      The scuttling of forest creatures and the incessant buzzing of insects woke me hours later. Fae hearing was incredible, but I still had difficulty ignoring the heightened sounds, particularly when I was tired.

      Blinking my eyes open, I spotted El curled on her side. The soft glow of the stars filtering through the thin, breathable fabric of our summer tent, and casting shadows across her sleeping form. The powerful, vengeful fae others saw her to be, with a rage capable of rendering this world to ash was gone, replaced by the soft, serene girl before me.

      I wish I knew how to help her, or that she’d at least let me try. But El had never been good at asking for help. Even less at accepting it. She was the eldest sister, responsible for everything at all times… If only she could realize I was already grown and quite capable of shouldering whatever burden she needed.

      The buzzing of insects grew louder, dispensing any notion I had of being able to get back to sleep. With the subtleness only fae were capable of, I pushed through the flap of the tent, and barely managed to stifle a shriek as I stumbled over a large pair of snow-feathered wings.

      Ryuu’s arms were around me in an instant, rolling my body until he rested over me, his wings shielding us from the world. My head was cradled in his palm, tucked against his chest as he stilled, no doubt straining for any sign of an attack. I felt more than saw the tension ease from his shoulders as the calmness of night remained undisturbed.

      “I… uhhh… couldn’t sleep,” I stammered, cheeks growing hot as he pulled back to stare down at me. Our bodies were flush, with only a breath of distance between our lips—distance that could easily disappear with the smallest of movements.

      Ryuu must have been thinking the same thing because his eyes snagged on my parted lips, his pupils dilating with the small breath I took. It wasn’t like I expected much of him… or maybe I did and that was the problem. Will’s death had left me grieving, but also more alone than I’d ever been. With El refusing to acknowledge the loss of our brother and Lannie’s decision to stay at the base, I was alone with my endless, tortuous thoughts. Closing my eyes, I pressed up, ready for a taste of him. I was done with fighting this.

      Somehow, I knew Ryuu would understand. I knew he had, that night Will was taken from us. He’d been there. He’d carried him. He’d helped with the funeral. And despite Ryuu only knowing Will for a brief period of time, I knew he had loved him just as fiercely as I did.

      But rather than press his lips against mine, answering my longing with his own desire, one I felt growing between our bodies, Ryuu jerked away.

      Without his hands to hold me up, my head banged against the earth, my body significantly cooler without his large wings covering me.

      “That was an overreaction,” I grumbled, rubbing the sore spot on the back of my head. “I wouldn’t have forced you to kiss me.”

      Pressing to a stand, I brushed the front of my dress, shaking out loose leaves along the long slit. Refusing to meet his eyes, I willed the blush staining my cheeks to fade.

      Ryuu’s thick-soled boots came into view, stepping closer until the expanse of his wings blotted out the bright moon overhead. His finger lifted my chin, forcing my gaze toward his. His throat bobbed around a swallow, his thumb sweeping across the curve of my cheek, as he took in the depth of emotion swirling in my eyes.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Then, what is it?”

      His hand dropped from my cheek, half-turning away with a shake of his head. “You don’t understand.”

      “Then explain what I’m missing.”

      “I’m dangerous, Greer. I’ve killed people.”

      “So have I.” The words left my lips in a rushed breath, the truth of them ringing through my soul. Ryuu stiffened, but I didn’t stop. “I’ve killed people, too, and I will again before this war is over. I’m not naïve, and I didn’t ask for your protection.”

      His shoulders bunched before sagging in defeat. “You need protection from me.” Ryuu’s dark eyes shifted, his pupils thinning—the eyes of a dragon, tormented and tortured with unspoken memories. “I’ve killed more than enemies.”

      My brows furrowed, but before I could open my mouth to ask, Ryuu’s head snapped to the east. His nostrils flared a moment before he was moving, rapidly waking the others.

      Arching my neck, I scented the hint of fire on the wind. Straining my eyes, I saw the beginning of smoke reaching for the stars, staining the night sky with swirling clouds of ash as a bright glow ignited in the surrounding trees.
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      I awoke in a panic, yanked from the comfort of sleep to the bustling sounds of leather being tied and blades being sheathed. The potent scent of embers and flesh clung to the air, thickening with each passing second.

      A village was burning.

      “I’m going,” Greer’s voice rang out.

      “We don’t know what awaits.” The agitation in Ryuu’s voice did little to conceal his concern.

      “Exactly.” Greer shrugged as I exited the tent, my sister slipping a small dagger into the side of her boot. “There may be wards and I’m the only cursebreaker we’ve got.”

      Ryuu growled.

      “She’s coming,” I said, securing my own weapons as I joined the others. “She can handle herself.”

      I gave Greer a small nod. She was nervous, but I’d seen her in the woods. I’d watched her render the wards useless and then fight her way through light fae and goblins—watched her stand against a swarm of Fractured. She’d been beaten and poisoned and still she’d fought. It was time she was given the level of respect she deserved.

      “Of course she can.” Jarek smiled, nudging Greer’s shoulder with his own. Ryuu scowled. “But I doubt there’ll be wards. Most of the attacks have been swift.”

      “Bloody,” Zaeth added, face solemn. “Veles wastes no time in his destruction. His soldiers are intent on executions. Do not hold back when we find them. There is no mercy among monsters.”

      His eyes zeroed in on me. The brilliant rings around his cinnamon eyes flared to life, and I knew the monsters he spoke of weren’t of Veles’ making.

      “It’s time to let the darkness play.”
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        * * *

      

      We raced through rolling fields, leaving the horses behind as we followed the burnt, metallic tang mingling with the lavender scented night breeze. Every step sent a rush of adrenaline pulsing through my veins as anticipation welled.

      Worn thatched roofs and meager dwellings came into view, their edges warped by sharp shadows cast by growing flames. Humans and fae raced from their homes, brandishing shovels and pitchforks as weapons against their enemy. Swarming amongst the chaos of fleeing families and screaming children like a fatal plague, were the Fractured.

      Everywhere they went, bodies fell, struck down by the Fractured’s blades, only to be set aflame by their torches moments later. Killing wasn’t enough. They were desecrating bodies.

      This wasn’t war. This was an extermination.

      The anger simmering constantly beneath my carefully constructed countenance flared to life, igniting into a blaze of unchecked fury. My heart thundered with the rush of power coursing through my veins, awakening my fae affinities. It came far too easily. My breaths were deeper, vision sharper, and the scent—gods, the scent of blood was enthralling.

      Inhaling deeply, I let my body take over, diving into the cacophony of war. With a flick of my wrist, I let my dagger fly. It pierced the eye of the nearest Fractured, sinking to the hilt as the creature crumpled to the floor. I spun, swiping through the bellies of two more, before I thrust my sword into another, driving the sharp tip through skin and muscle. I didn’t stop until I felt the give of softer tissue beneath as the blade burst through the other side of his body.

      A familiar warmth flooded my hand, the black blood spraying against my face as I wrenched my blade free. My lips curved into a grin as my tongue lashed out, catching the well-known flavor of iron in the air. My vision grew sharper and I could sense the dark rings around my irises, proof of my dark lineage… my power.

      Veles had taken my brother from me. He’d left me broken and defeated and weak.

      But I wasn’t human any longer. I wasn’t helpless.

      My sword swung through the air, cutting through bodies. Blood burst in great arching sprays as my blade pierced flesh, misting the world around me in a haze of black as the first rays of rising sun met the horizon.

      My insatiable appetite for death only grew, gnawing at me each time I watched the last signs of life leave the Fracture’s pitiless eyes. Still, I needed more.

      Plunging into the heart of their forces, I slashed and hacked with wild abandon. Until that too was insufficient. The blade was doing all the work, but I wanted to feel when the fight left them. When their warped souls left this world.

      Abandoning my sword in the chest of one of the fallen, I tore through the rest in a wave of fists and teeth, splitting muscle and shattering bone, becoming nothing more than a storm of death and darkness.

      An animalistic growl erupted from me as a body trapped in armor fell away.

      A distant part of me worried that the vacant eyes staring back at me from the severed head clasped in my fingers were blue instead of black. That same small part of my mind latched on to the rounded ears of the bodies I’d just destroyed, the scarlet stain of their blood stark in contrast to the Fractured’s black, but a clash of steel sounded to my left and I was lost, eager for my next kill.

      A terrified boy looked up at me, eyes wide with horror. His petrified screams pierced the haze of my mind. Bright blue eyes. Silver blond hair.

      Not Will.

      Not Will.

      Not Will.

      I swallowed, my head swimming, as the boy’s shrieks continued, pulverizing the broken remnants of my heart. My stomach clenched against the nausea rolling through me. Dropping to my knees, I held out a hand to him, only half aware of the gore coating my forearm.

      “It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      The boy’s screams transformed into whimpers as he recoiled from my coated, outstretched palms. Turning, he fled past a pair of legs clad in thick dark battle leathers, and into the chaos of the burning village.

      Following the legs up, I caught Zaeth’s penetrating gaze, his face streaked with the blood of his own kills. “Are you good, love?”

      I opened my mouth. Swallowed. Opened it again as my hand grasped the crystal necklace containing my little brother’s ashes. “The boy, he ran toward the flames—”

      My eyes were burning like the buildings and bodies around me—but this wasn’t fire. This was guilt. Anguish. Horrible, gut-wrenching confirmation of the monster I’d become. I glanced around me, seeing the shredded bodies of humans mixed with the Fractured… humans I’d killed.

      Zaeth took a cautious step closer. “The humans bear the symbol of the Light Kingdom on their armor. Their lives were forfeited when they agreed to support Veles.”

      I blinked, focusing on the emblem of a full sun with a blooming peony lying in front of it.

      “Veles hates humans,” I said numbly, vaguely aware of the ebbing screams around us.

      Zaeth shrugged, reaching a hand down and pulling me to my feet. “Desperate souls will seek anything that offers a semblance of power.” Tilting my chin up, he waited for me to meet his eyes. “The bloodlust will get worse the longer you go between expelling the energy, at least until your body and mind adjust. These men made their choices.”

      I closed my eyes, still unable to bridge the disconnect of my mind to what I’d done. I had killed before, but never humans. Even the light fae under Veles’s command had black eyes, evidence of their souls splintering. I’d never slain beings with their souls intact—until today.

      Cries of the injured riddled the air, but the clashing of metal had quieted. Jarek could be heard, flitting among the wounded and healing as he went. It was over, but I couldn’t bring myself to move, to think beyond this moment.

      Zaeth leaned in, the scent of cedar and rain mingling with the sickly sweet metallic scent of war. His arms came around me, pulling me flush against his chest as his lips pressed a gentle kiss to my forehead. “The boy is fine, love.”

      “Fine?” My hollowed voice cracked as my eyes swept the field of bodies surrounding us. I looked up into his cinnamon-colored gaze, the bright rings still blazing. “I almost killed him. He was no older than Will…” I swallowed against the bile singeing the back of my throat. “I was so caught up gorging myself on slaughter that I almost…”

      Zaeth peered down, his small intake of breath the only sign he’d heard me. “But you didn’t.”

      I felt the sting of tears threatening to tumble over my lashes—like the last pebble trembling beneath the poorly constructed dam. The fragments of my remaining willpower preventing emotions from overwhelming me. That dam was weakening, threatening the tenuous grasp of reality I clung to. It would burst soon, and I didn’t want Zaeth to see me when it did.

      I needed to leave.

      To flee.

      To run.

      Stepping over the bodies, I turned away from Zaeth. From Greer and the concern etched across her face. And ran.
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      I felt more than heard Zaeth behind me.

      “I can’t be here,” I breathed, flitting through the last of the burning buildings until the scent of death started to fade. My heart hammered in my ears, but it couldn’t drown out my frantic thoughts.

      I’d nearly killed him.

      A little boy. No older than Will…

      Gods, it was too much.

      “Wherever you run, love. I’ll follow.”

      I hadn’t heard Zaeth keeping up. The gentle sound of his voice cracked something within me, and my footsteps stumbled as a sob tore through my chest. I tried to focus on my surroundings, a desperate attempt to contain the hundreds of emotions bubbling to the surface, but the field of wildflowers stretching before us was so at odds with the gore I’d only just escaped.

      My breathing came in short rasps, but Zaeth’s arms wrapped around me, tethering me to this reality. To him.

      “Breathe, love,” he soothed. “Contrary to our reputations, dark fae are exceedingly emotional creatures.”

      One of his hands lingered across my waist as the other glided up my back in slow, soothing strokes.

      “Focus on the sound of your lungs expanding and contracting, on the trees rustling in the wind. Feel the subtle give of the soft earth beneath your feet. Ground yourself to this one moment in time.”

      I tried to do as he said, but the wave of pain and grief and guilt continued to build. Shaking my head, I desperately searched for the calming numbness I had coveted since Will’s death. I couldn’t find it. I was feeling too much.

      Zaeth’s hand tightened on my waist, and I zeroed in on the way his fingers drew me closer… on the heat of his touch. My heart clenched, the words tumbling from my lips so softly, I wondered if he could hear them. “There’s too much.”

      He tilted my chin up, guiding my eyes back to his. “I wish you could take a decade or two to process everything, but we don’t have the luxury of time.”

      Pulling back, I shot him a glare. “I don’t remember promising to save the world, Zaeth. That was your idea.”

      “And here I was thinking our relationship was making progress.”

      “There is no relationship,” I said, latching onto anger instead of dealing with this. “You are cruel and volatile and incapable of love or kindness.”

      “That’s what you think of me?” Zaeth stilled, his voice going eerily calm.

      “Yes,” I snapped, even as my chest heaved with the lie. I needed to direct this pain anywhere else but myself. “You only destroy—nothing but a slave to Death.”

      I leaned into him. Zaeth didn’t move.

      “Keep going, love.” It was a whisper, one of tormented understanding, and I hated him all the more for it.

      “You’re a monster—the worst kind,” I cried, speaking through the grief tearing through my soul. “You’re cursed—twisted and forsaken—and still you’re worthless.” Sobs shuddered through my body, but I bared my teeth through the pain, unwilling to let the tears fall. “Still, you couldn’t save him.”

      Zaeth’s stoic face remained unchanged, but his eyes swam with sorrow.

      “Them,” I corrected, my body shaking as that wave of pain crested higher. “You couldn’t save them.”

      The silence stretched. Zaeth only stood there, allowing me to hurl insults at him, absorbing them all.

      “Will’s death was not your fault,” he said at last, breaking the long silence.

      Zaeth’s voice was soft. Much too soft. I couldn’t rise against it, couldn’t be mad.

      Inhaling sharply, I fled, dashing through the swaying grasses and open blossoms. My heart pounded as my fae affinities surged, but I slammed into an unmoving wall only a few seconds later. The impact wrenched the air from my heaving lungs, and causing me to crash to the ground with a groan.

      A shadow fell over me, dwarfing me.

      “Let it out, love.”

      “No.”

      “Fight me,” Zaeth urged. “It’s what you need.”

      I lashed out, my foot colliding with his chest. Zaeth grunted, but he was ready for the blow, only sacrificing a step. His lips tilted into a mocking grin, the hint of fangs gleaming as the rings around his irises flared.

      “Is that all?”

      My fists flew, poised to strike the smirk from his face, but Zaeth was quick. He batted me away, like I was nothing more than a nuisance, as insignificant as a fly.

      “Come now, love. You can do better than that.”

      A yell ripped from me, my neck arching in a guttural roar as a surge of power welled within. My vision grew sharper as the sounds of the surrounding meadow quieted, leaving a golden haze hovering over Zaeth’s form.

      I struck, moving with the speed of the fae, punching, kicking, clawing. Zaeth matched me blow for blow, absorbing some while deflecting others. Allowing me to work through all that was unsaid. Everything that was out of my control, until my movements started to slow.

      “Good,” he soothed, catching me around the middle with an infuriatingly soft tap. He’d barely broken a sweat. “Feel the rage, but acknowledge the sorrow beneath.”

      “Stop!” I screamed, my fists pounding against his ribs.

      Zaeth doubled over, and I took advantage of the distraction. Putting every ounce of power I had left into my legs, I fled.

      I couldn’t face it, the truth of his words—the truth of my words. I took another breath before he blocked my path. Changing directions, I launched to the side, only to be thwarted again. And again.

      “Get out of my way!”

      There was a sheen of sweat across his brow, the darker flecks of his cinnamon eyes stark against the ring of light surrounding them. He was beautiful and harsh, the sharp angles made only more intriguing by the dark shadows of a beard along his strong jaw. Despite everything, his face betrayed nothing beyond calm confidence.

      “Not going to happen, love.”

      Blinking back the threatening tears, I fled again, but my escape was half-hearted. Zaeth’s arms were around me moments later, holding firm to my waist as I shoved and hit and fought.

      He let me, until finally, I was spent.

      Zaeth caught me as my legs collapsed, one of his strong forearms looping under my knees while the other linked around my shoulders. He cradled me against the hard planes of his body, the rise and fall of his chest acting as a soothing balm to my exhausted soul.

      As he held me—as he whispered tender words against my damp brow after everything I’d just done—I cried for the first time since Will’s death, finally feeling safe enough to break.
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      Jarek healed as many survivors as he could, ensuring all wounds presenting imminent danger were managed. Once his fae affinities were regenerated enough, he luxed a handful of the most injured straight to Caligo, rather than letting them travel with the others. It was incredible how he could bend bodies, melding them into waves of light only to appear miles away, but it came at a cost.

      A heaviness appeared to settle along Jarek’s shoulders after the last was secured. It had drained him, but he assured me his fae affinities would replenish again in no time; especially with the bright, overhead sun shining upon us.

      It had been a few hours since the battle and Zaeth and El were still gone. Despite the delay in our journey, I knew Zaeth wouldn’t let anything happen to her. Veles had come and gone already. Another attack in such a short span of time would be unlikely. Ryuu had taken to the skies again, searching for signs of a base or army nearby. We both knew he wouldn’t find one. Veles and his minions had traveled here through a portal. They could be anywhere.

      I’d sorted through the burnt remains of the town with Jarek, the two of us finding a few weapons and sacks. Reclining on a patch of untouched grass, Jarek opened a small bag of assorted nuts and dried fruit. His face was upturned to the sun, and despite the soot smeared across his brow, he looked content.

      “Is that how it works?” I asked, helping myself to the mix and trying to recall if I had felt particularly powerful on sunny days. “Light fae regenerate from the sun?”

      He shrugged, keeping his face angled toward the warm rays. “Our affinities come from Pax. My powers would regenerate, regardless, but I always feel like time spent in the sun bolsters them. It’s the same for Zaeth in the darkness and Ryuu in the air. It may not affect our affinities outright, but it soothes something within.”

      Daring a quick glance overhead, I found Ryuu circling in the distance. I wondered if he was dealing with the same pain I was. Maybe that was why he flew so often.

      Tugging on the silver chain, I withdrew the blue, intertwined dragon pendant he’d given me. It wasn’t an element or anything, not like Jarek described, but the cool stone soothed the constant ache in my chest.

      The shifting of branches snapped both Jarek and I to attention, but familiar statures eased the concern for an attack.

      “Finally,” I grumbled, as Zaeth and my sister made their way over. A frown tugged on my lips as I took in her splotchy skin, the red sheen along her eyes. She’d been crying.

      Finally, I repeated internally. I couldn’t be sure, but if I had to guess, I’d say that El hadn’t cried since Will’s death. She’d been going through the motions of the day in a detached haze. But she needed to grieve. She needed to feel.

      My gaze darted to Zaeth, my chin tipping down in a small nod of gratitude as El swung into her saddle and spurred Ember into a gallop.

      He acknowledged me with a slight dip of his head before chasing after El’s retreating form.
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      Fields of wildflowers gave way to rocky outcroppings and vast plateaus as we left the Light Kingdom behind and entered the Air Kingdom. It was a different type of beauty, more rugged than the refined tones of the south, but my pulse hummed with excitement as cool clouds gathered along mountain peaks.

      I glanced at El, thinking about how much Will would’ve loved it, but she had yet to speak. She wouldn’t talk about what had happened in the village or in the forest with Zaeth.

      “We made sure the surrounding area was clear,” Zaeth had answered evenly when I’d asked.

      We all knew it was a lie, but I couldn’t bring myself to press the matter. Not when El looked so lost.

      Ryuu was growing more agitated as we drew nearer to the City of Wind. He’d chosen to ride beside us for the last few miles, but I could see he was eager to feel the wind beneath his wings. I wondered what it would feel like to be carried by him, floating among the clouds. Groaning internally, I focused on the tall red-orange cliffs rising in the distance, their peaks jutting up from a blanket of heavy mist.

      Another hour passed, and I could make out the details of moss clinging to sheer rock-faces, the rich greens jarring against the smooth, porous stone. There were stairs and bridges for those not fortunate enough to be blessed with wings, but most air fae flew among the pillars, allowing warm winds to carry them between landings.

      It was beautiful, so different than anything I’d seen before; but all paled in comparison to the gilded palace sitting atop the largest of the mountains.

      Ryuu’s shoulders pulled back as our horses slowed, grim resignation settling on his face.

      “Welcome to my father’s kingdom: Serein, the City of Wind.”

      My eyes snapped to his.

      “Your father?”

      Ryuu’s wings bristled, but even El glanced his way, waiting for an explanation. He didn’t offer one.

      “You’re a prince?” I asked, my voice pitching. “A royal?”

      “Of sorts,” he said, refusing to meet my eyes.

      Jarek huffed a laugh. “Ryuu’s a royal, all right. Our sweet, little air fae is the only son of Dragcor, Tamer of Winds, and the sole heir to the throne of the Air Kingdom.”

      Ryuu leveled Jarek with a glare that would’ve caused a weaker man to tremble, but his grin only widened.

      “Don’t forget General of the Sky Warriors,” Zaeth added, his lips tilting into an amused smirk at Ryuu’s mounting irritation. “At least he was, before he abdicated.”

      “Abdicated?” I asked. It seemed all I could do was stare at the three of them and repeat what they had already said. Getting a hold of my surprise, I met Ryuu’s cautious gaze. “Why would you abdicate?”

      “As Jarek said, my father is the ruling king. There’s no need for another.”

      Ryuu spurred his horse forward, leading us along the narrow path, and cutting off any chance for further questions.

      Narrowing my eyes at his tightly tucked wings, I promised myself I’d get answers from him. I had a feeling his abdication had something to do with the same excuse he had for keeping me at a distance. I would hold my tongue for now, but I would get answers.

      We filed in behind him, working our way through the tortuous valley. There were ledges peppering the sides of the mountains, wide spans of rock fading into large caverns. A pair of light brown wings swooped across the horizon, landing on the edge, before disappearing inside.

      My eyes widened. “Air fae actually live inside the mountains?” I’d heard stories, but hearing it and seeing it were two very different things.

      Jarek spoke over his shoulder, his gaze flicking up before settling on me. “Some live along the valley or atop the plateaus, but most choose to live within. I take it he didn’t tell you about this?”

      “No,” I answered, eyes fixed on Ryuu’s stiff spine far ahead from the rest of us. “He told me he had a past, that he’s done things, terrible, unforgivable things…” My lips tugged down as I sighed. “But being a prince hardly counts. I wish he would have just talked to me.”

      Jarek grimaced. “Ryuu was raised as a royal, raised to be ruthless and cunning. Discussing vulnerabilities does not come naturally.”

      I lifted a brow. “I thought the northern kingdoms were different.”

      “They each have their faults.” Jarek cocked his head to the side, weighing his words. “The Air and the Light Kingdoms have worked closely together in the past. Light royals have always been harsh, but there was a time when King Dragcor thought that might change.”

      My eyes darted to Ryuu as he dismounted, sending his horse forward as his wings unfurled. Stretching them wide, he rolled his neck before they beat once, the force of it launching him into the air. He sailed on distant gusts of wind, cutting through the thickening mist seamlessly... I could almost feel it —the exhilaration of being lost in the freedom of the skies.

      Our horses pulled to a stop at the base of a wide, impossibly large plateau. Burnt sienna rock stretched before us, reaching up in a vertical sheet of stone surrounded by mist. Tilting my neck, I could just make out the glimmer of buildings reflected far above.

      “We’re here,” Jarek said.

      “Here?” I asked, peering around as the others looked upward.

      “Yes,” Jarek answered. “Now, we wait.”

      Following his gaze to Ryuu’s form just visible through the mist, I watched as the Air Prince leaned forward, palms pressing against an invisible barrier. Wards. Straining my eyes, I caught the small movement of his lips, the words spoken much too softly for me to hear.

      A rippling current passed through the air. I blinked, only to find Ryuu’s attention latched onto me. For a moment, I thought he might swoop down and heed my unspoken request to join him. His throat bobbed as if he knew what I was thinking. As if he were considering it. But his great wings thrust down, launching him up the side of the rock and into the clouds.

      Moments later, bright lines cut through the stone set before us. The outline of illuminated edges deepened while others expanded, all of them rearranging, until vast, intricately carved doors emerged. Shimmering silver loops and swirls twisted along the massive surface, depicting the wondrous city of Serein. Winding rivers stretched among vast plateaus, their shores dotted with boisterous families and lush resources. It radiated prosperity and joy.

      I glanced toward El, expecting the same expression of wonder to be reflected on her face, but she was stoic, seemingly consumed with her thoughts—unpleasant thoughts by the frown tugging on her lips.

      Zaeth met my gaze, his eyes burning with an emotion I couldn’t name, but he gave a small shake of his head as I opened my mouth to ask her what was wrong.

      Pressing my lips together, I conceded and held my tongue.

      Time—that’s all she needed. It wasn’t like I’d adjusted yet, either. Still processing everything myself, I couldn’t expect El to have things figured out already. We’d lost family before, but losing Will was different.

      We had been his protectors—his parents, in a sense—and we had failed him.

      The door opened inward, interrupting my thoughts. A rather broody-looking Ryuu appeared, his eyes snagging on the vulnerability etched in every piece of my expression.

      His fingers twitched, almost reaching for me. But they balled into a fist instead.

      With a quick jerk of his head, he stepped back into the mountain. “Come.”
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      Engraved pillars lined the cavern before us, the flickering light from interspaced torches casting shadows as we moved through the domed space. The horses were unloaded and seen to as Ryuu escorted us up snaking stairs and earth-framed halls. Casual conversations and merry giggles of children playing bustled around us, filling the mountain with unworried rhythms of life.

      Polished silver mirrors adorned every wall, reflecting beams of light between one another. It had to have been intercepted from the open alcoves of the upper levels, but the way the air fae managed to transport the light through the mountain with a few cleverly placed reflective surfaces was genius.

      Sweet undertones of flowers mingled with the earthy richness of various plants flourishing along the porous sandstone walls. Reaching a hand out, I trailed my fingers along the tortuous vines and vibrant blossoms winding through the halls, the stone slick with trickling water. Excessive puddles drained along narrow divots lining the edges of the walking paths, adding to the enclosed space’s humidity.

      “This way,” Ryuu called over his shoulder as he started up a set of steep, moss-covered stairs.

      Noises of the day increased as we ascended, and soon winged fae were swarming Ryuu. They greeted him with smiles and thanks for his efforts in keeping their city safe. I lifted a brow at the tight bunching of his wings. Based on Ryuu’s unease at returning, I’d expected hostility from the city. But Ryuu was adored, cherished even—and he hated it.

      His frown deepened, the tension in his shoulders growing tighter until a small child broke from the pack.

      “Ryuu!”

      He froze, his face splinting into the first genuine smile I’d seen in weeks as his eyes landed on the small child running toward him. Her dark curls swept back, revealing the excitement brimming in her bright green eyes.

      “Kaylyn,” he answered, just as the young girl leapt into the air and into Ryuu’s waiting arms.

      “You came back! I told the king not to worry, but he’s been so upset. He keeps saying, ‘That boy needs to accept his responsibilities.’”

      Ryuu scoffed. “Is that so?”

      Kaylyn nodded as Ryuu set her down, placing a large hand on her small shoulder. “I’d better speak with him, then. You know how grumpy the king can be when he’s kept waiting.”

      Kaylyn giggled, darting back into the skirts of a tall fae with majestic white wings and long legs.

      “It’s nice to see you again, my prince.”

      A weight dropped into the pit of my stomach as my mouth fell open.

      Ryuu stiffened. “It’s good to see you, Cress. Am I to assume you’re here to retrieve us?”

      She spared a glance my way, her lips stretching into an arrogant smirk at the shock so clearly visible across my face, before turning back to Ryuu. “Of course, my prince.”

      My stomach clenched at the way she said, ‘my prince’, as though her and Ryuu were the only two present. As if they shared an intimacy that others didn’t. Glancing at the child tucked beneath her skirts, a part of me wondered if there was any truth to that.

      Cress knelt down to meet Kaylyn’s gaze with a kindness I didn’t recognize, one that had me questioning everything I thought I knew about her. “Kaylyn, please prepare the king for our arrival.”

      With a wide-eyed smile, Kaylyn raced from her arms and up the stairs.

      It was jarring to see Cress’s sharp features soften as she stared after the young fae. Her daughter? Cress looked more mature, and yet younger at the same time. The viciousness to her gaze was still there, but tempered… not quite placated, but soothed in a way.

      “She’s getting big,” Jarek offered. “Her father would be proud.”

      Cress’s eyes stayed fixed on where Kaylyn had disappeared, her spine stiffening. She started forward without so much as a nod of acknowledgement.

      “You were supposed to return immediately. I’ve done everything in my power to stall, but the king is expecting an answer.”

      “He has his answer,” Ryuu replied, words clipped. “It’s time he accepted it.”

      “You know he won’t. You’re his only child.” She shot him a sharp look. “You have a responsibility to this kingdom.”

      “Enough Cress,” Ryuu warned, sounding more exhausted than anything.

      Cress didn’t break stride as we turned down a wide passage with domed windows spanning the western wall. The expanse of the valley could be seen below. We were high above the clouds, the road we’d traveled on a small slip of tan in the distance. No wonder my thighs were burning. We must have climbed a few dozen stories, at least.

      Gnarled trees with thin, rough-looking leaves speckled the sides of the higher levels. The larger plateaus were dotted with homes. Most of the roofs were composed of glass, no doubt to give the infinite illusion of lying beneath the large expanse of sky. Nothing between you and the world beyond but clouds.

      “What happened was a tragedy,” Cress started again. “But she was not your true mate.”

      “Cress.” Ryuu’s jaw ticked.

      “We cannot change what fate has already decided. It’s time you embrace your path.”

      “I have chosen a path.”

      Cress spun to face him, her eyes beseeching. “I, too, have lost a partner. Nero was everything to me. Everything, and still I patched myself up well enough to meet my responsibilities.”

      Ryuu’s shoulders pulled back, but he didn’t turn away.

      She pressed closer, voice dropping. “I could help you…”

      “He said back off,” I snapped, stepping beside Ryuu, my chest heaving with a sharp slice of jealousy.

      Her viper-like gaze cut to me, her lips twisting into a sneer.

      “While this is riveting,” Jarek intervened. “There are matters I’d like to discuss prior to seeing daddy dearest.”

      Cress held my gaze a moment longer before she looked at Jarek. “Another hundred Fractured were portaled to a town along our southern border. Luckily, its people had already been evacuated. Still, we were unable to apprehend Alderidge.”

      A sharp intake of breath came from El as we continued down the wide hall once more. “You’ve gotten close to catching Alderidge?”

      Cress grimaced. “Unfortunately, no. We haven’t been able to make contact with the wild fae, who are the only ones with the possibility of tracking his portals.”

      “He is the priority,” Zaeth said, speaking to my sister. “If we dispose of Alderidge, we’ll remove the brothers’ ability to portal armies across Pax.”

      A spark of life returned to her eyes. “Making them easier to track.”

      “And kill,” Zaeth added with a knowing smirk.

      “The attacks are less sporadic than we had thought,” Ryuu said, voice tight. “There’s a pattern to be found, but we can only monitor so many places at once.”

      Cress added, “And the brothers have been busy.”

      Ryuu gave a tight nod, his face darkening. “With the goddess’s prophecy coming to fruition, I fear we are more vulnerable than ever.”

      The prophecy.

      “Which is exactly why you were meant to return immediately upon the raven’s death. We have much to prepare for.”

      My stomach rolled. They were discussing Will’s death as if it were just another failed mission. Just another prophecy fulfilled.

      Cress pressed her palms against a pair of double doors made of thick slabs of rose quartz. With one last look toward Ryuu, she pushed them open.

      Wind rushed past us, sweeping in from the chamber beyond. Golden fabric hung from the walls, swaying with a cool breeze that stirred the scent of dewdrops and misty earth. Intricately carved columns stretched to the tall ceilings, the vast cavern adorned with plush, moss-covered cushions and settees. Fae and humans filled the space, their conversations halting as Cress stepped forward.

      The guards gave her a small nod, stepping back to allow her entry. I couldn’t help the twisting of my gut at that measure of respect. She was clearly well known here, and the thought of her being liked in Ryuu’s home caused my jaw to clench.

      Unnecessarily, she cleared her throat, ensuring all eyes were on her.

      “May I present General of the Sky Warriors, Tamer of Winds, son of Dragcor, and sole heir to the throne of the Air Kingdom: Prince Ryuu Virtus.”
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      “How can I help?” Alarik called over the screams of the patient thrashing before me.

      The patient looked to be only a few years older than me, with his chin showing the very beginnings of a beard, but his face was contorted in pain. A worn leather belt was cinched along his arm, the shredded tissue of his forearm a sickly shade of purple. A large chunk of flesh was missing, the jagged wound looking like a rabid animal bite—the cú sídhe.

      “Hold him down,” I said, glad Ser was out fetching supplies. I didn’t want her to see this. “The tissue below the tourniquet is dead and needs to be removed.”

      Alarik blanched, his eyes snagging on the decaying, swollen arm before darting to the soldier's crazed eyes. He gave a swift nod, holding down the patient’s torso as I forced a sleeping draft down his throat. The soldier spluttered and coughed, but he must have swallowed enough, because his protests became weaker as his body lulled into a deep sleep.

      “By remove you mean…”

      I met Alarik’s gaze unflinchingly. “I have to amputate his arm, General. I could use your help debriding the wound.”

      He swallowed, but nodded.

      Rinsing the scalpel in a vat of alcohol, I got to work removing dead tissue. Alarik had to saw through the bone for me. I thought he might pass out, but he managed to finish before excusing himself to the edge of the room. With the worst of it complete, I got back to scraping away blackened muscle until only pink, healthy tissue remained.

      After hooking up a bag of fluids to help counteract the blood loss and minimize the risk for infection, I took inventory of the infirmary. The beds were full, but the worst of the wounds had been addressed. My stomach turned as I realized most of the injured were people just like this soldier—children or parents who had been unarmed.

      “Any word from your sisters?” Alarik asked, once again coming to my side as Vidarr and Ahmya entered the infirmary.

      Ahmya had been showing up regularly, using spare fabric to construct slings and much needed supplies for the injured. Vidarr mostly kept to himself, but he wasn’t squeamish and had been extremely helpful in some of the messier situations.

      “Nothing yet, but Evander did write. They planned to check on a few villages on the way to Serein. If his estimation was correct, they’ve probably only just arrived.”

      Alarik gave a curt nod, his eyes meeting Vidarr’s as Ahmya joined the other healers to help in any way she could.

      “What is it?” I asked, ensuring the bandage held before pushing to stand. I knew that look all too well. El had a look like that. It meant there was trouble coming. Big trouble.

      “With the number of attacks Veles and his followers are committing, we haven’t been able to reestablish training regiments—human or otherwise.”

      I lifted a brow, reading between the lines. “You need fae help?”

      “It would be ideal,” Vidarr nodded. “The number of people residing within the base has nearly doubled. We’re okay for now, but a lot of our resources are going into fortifying the base. We need help in the field.”

      “I see, but what does that have to do with me? Or is it my sisters’ influence you’re after?”

      Alarik shifted on the balls of his feet, looking decidedly uncomfortable. “El has made it clear where her loyalties lie.”

      “It wasn’t a choice,” I countered. Because despite the small kernel of hurt I felt at my sisters leaving, I knew they hadn’t chosen this path. None of us had. “What about Soter, the earth fae with the golden eyes and ram horns? Or the other dark fae from Neith—Naz? She appeared to be in charge.”

      I tugged my gown free, now streaked with red, and deposited it into the laundry bin.

      “They haven’t returned,” Alarik said.

      “Not yet,” Vidarr added with a look. “If things are this bad here, the Dark Kingdom may also be facing an onslaught.”

      Alarik nodded, holding my gaze.

      “Was there something else you wished to know about my sisters?” Because, of course, there was. As if I wasn’t elbow deep in blood and trying to manage caring for an endless wave of patients, I needed to play messenger to my sister’s ex.

      Alarik opened his mouth to speak, but seemed to think better of it before shaking his head. “Thank you for your help. I’ve had the bed moved and all the required adjustments completed for the room at the end of the hall.”

      “Thank you,” I breathed, and truly meant it.

      Things had been nonstop. I’d been sleeping on the small couch in my office, but Alarik had seen me there yesterday and insisted I had a proper resting place. I’d prattled on about all the things I’d need to have in a room to make it work, including being close to the infirmary. I hadn’t expected him to listen to me, let alone fulfill the robust requests.

      Some of the tension appeared to ease from his shoulders. “I hope you’re able to get some rest tonight.”

      “Me too,” I answered as he left and Vidarr made his way to Ahmya’s side.

      I stepped from the room, heading to the lab down the hall to sort and gather more supplies. When I returned, the general chaos of the room had quieted. Most of the patients were already dozing, with only a few still being tended to.

      Without a second thought, I searched the beds for Ser, knowing she would have returned by now. It only took a second for me to find her. Her bright red hair was tied back at the nape of her neck as she bent over a woman old enough to be her mother. The lady offered Ser a smile as she tied off the last of the sutures along her thigh.

      Ser’s smile was bright, but exhaustion ringed her eyes—eyes which found me a moment later.

      Embarrassed she’d caught me staring, I made my way to the sink. I couldn’t help but peek a glance again, just to see if she was still looking at me.

      She was. Her pale pink lips split into a gentle smile as she removed her stained smock and headed my way. I lathered my hands in thick suds, scrubbing the feel of flesh from my palms.

      “Hey,” Ser said, joining me at the sink.

      Hints of chamomile and honey replaced the harsh, sterile scent. She reached across me for the soap, her arm barely grazing my shoulder. Heat bloomed from the small point of contact as my heart fluttered.

      “Rough day today,” she said, rubbing her hands together as I rinsed. “Now I understand why you sleep here. It’s hard to sleep knowing I’ll have to walk from the general’s residence in the dead of night back to the infirmary if anything were to happen.”

      “I’ll be here to watch the patients.” I shrugged, staring into her copper eyes.

      “But who will look after you?”

      I swallowed, my stomach doing a flip as she held my gaze through thick auburn lashes. “I wouldn’t mind company.”

      “Oh?” she asked, her cheeks a rosy pink.

      I nodded, taking courage from the gleam of anticipation in her eyes. “Alarik had a bed transferred to a room down the hall across from my office.”

      Ser swallowed, her gaze dipping to my lips as she spoke. “Lead the way.”
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      Greer’s eyes stayed locked on Ryuu as Cress announced our arrival—well, announced Ryuu and then hastily added ‘and guests’ before she swept toward the king. Zaeth chuckled at the introduction, meeting Jarek’s raised brow before the two of them filed after her.

      Not for the first time, I wondered how long the three of them had known each other. It must have been substantial for Zaeth and Jarek to be so at ease with being presented to the king. Nerves twisted my stomach, but I forced out a long breath. I needed the king to respect me.

      If what Cress said was true, Alderidge was within our grasp. The possibility offered the first spark of warmth in my otherwise frigid, hollowed-out soul since the village. Killing humans, almost harming a little boy… The band across my chest tightened.

      Ignoring the nausea rolling through me, I tilted my chin up and followed Greer into the room. The brothers were our priority, Veles being the mastermind of this war, but his plans wouldn’t be possible if it weren’t for Alderidge.

      “Son, you’ve returned.” A commanding voice filled the room, echoing from the far side.

      All present dropped to a knee as King Dragcor entered, motioning them closer. Rich green fabric adorned his broad shoulders, pulled snug across his well defined chest with shining golden ties. There must have been slits along his shoulders because large wings rose behind him, his feathers a mix of soft browns and midnight black—the darkest I’d seen other than Zaeth’s.

      A thin golden crown sat atop his long dark hair, the sleek locks left unbound, cascading well past his shoulders. Striking brown eyes speckled with the brilliant orange of smoldering embers cut through the room, the vertical slits of his pupils focusing their attention on Zaeth a moment before settling on Ryuu.

      “Leave us,” King Dragcor’s voice carried, scattering the fae and humans of his court. “That includes you, Cress.”

      Greer smirked as Cress turned from the room, eventually slamming the doors closed behind her.

      King Dragcor chuckled, looking at Ryuu. “I take it you rejected her offer, again?”

      Greer visibly stiffened, her sharp intake of breath noticed by both Ryuu and the King.

      Ryuu’s wings bristled, but King Dragcor’s lips tilted up at the edges as his gaze fixed on her. “Cress has been trying to persuade my son into a match for nearly a decade; ever since the loss of her husband. Being that she is our leading historian, specializing in prophecies, it would be a smart pairing.” The king’s vibrant eyes flitted over Greer, seeming to pick up on each minute shift of her expression, before studying Ryuu’s carefully neutral one. “Though it seems my son has other plans.”

      Greer blinked as Ryuu’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Father.”

      Dragcor grinned, revealing the tips of sharp canines as he swept onto the golden throne with all the grace of a hawk. “Clearly.”

      He had fangs?

      My eyes bounced to Zaeth. He met my gaze, as if he had been waiting for me to notice, and gave a small, amused nod.

      How? I lifted a brow in question. To my knowledge, only dark fae possessed fangs.

      Zaeth only grinned before looking at the king. I expected to see the same wariness Ryuu looked at his father with, but Zaeth gazed at him with warmth… fondness even.

      “Aren’t you going to introduce us?” the king asked.

      Ryuu looked like he wanted to do anything else, but Greer stepped forward, addressing the king directly.

      “I’m Greer, and this is my sister Elara, Your Highness.”

      King Dragcor’s eyes glided to mine, narrowing as they studied me.

      “Interesting,” he said, as if looking at a particularly complex puzzle. I stood a little straighter under his scrutiny, but the darkness clouding his gaze lifted a moment later. “Most find it difficult to put up with Ryuu and Zaeth, as I’m sure Jarek can attest. You and your sister must possess talents unrivaled.”

      Mirth danced in Dragcor’s reptilian eyes as Jarek snorted, dissolving the tension.

      Jarek inclined his head. “It’s good to see you again, Old Dragon. It’s been too long.”

      The king laughed. “It has. I expected you to talk sense into these two and return home sooner.”

      “I assure you, it was not for lack of trying, but there were matters requiring attention.”

      King Dragcor’s ember eyes found Zaeth. “Yes, I’ve heard.”

      Zaeth inclined his head. “Dragcor.”

      The king dipped his head in a sign of mutual respect. “Your efforts through the Dark Kingdom have not gone unnoticed. I’m proud you took up arms yourself rather than leaving the defense of your kingdom to others.” Dragcor’s gaze found Ryuu. “The selflessness and strength of a true ruler is hard to find.”

      My eyes snapped to Zaeth, but he’d gone unnaturally still, cinnamon eyes flaring. “I trust Ryuu with my life.”

      The Air King slowly nodded, his head tilting to the side as he considered Zaeth’s words. “But would you trust him with your kingdom?”

      There it was again, the implication that Zaeth had a kingdom to entrust. I’d known of his influence with the dark fae army, but perhaps there was more to his story. He must be a royal, or at the very least, one of the dark royals’ rivals.

      Zaeth’s lips thinned. I wasn’t sure if the others heard his pulse quicken as his jaw ticked, but his silence seemed to be answer enough for the king.

      King Dragcor gave a small, knowing nod, before turning his full attention to his son. Sorrow filled the king’s eyes as they raked over Ryuu, missing nothing—even the slight shifting Ryuu had done to position himself infront of Greer, hiding her from the king’s prying eyes.

      The king’s brows lifted. “Could it be? Are you finally ready to accept your destiny?”

      “My answer hasn’t changed,” Ryuu said, his voice calm, though tension raked his body.

      “You have the potential for greatness, if only you would stop letting the past control you.”

      Ryuu’s face could have been etched in stone. “You know why I can’t do that.”

      Dragcor sighed, his thumb and forefinger coming to the bridge of his nose as he inhaled. With obvious effort, he released a long breath. “If she had been worthy, your dragon would have embraced her.”

      “Don’t,” Ryuu growled, his wings twitching as his pupils flashed to vertical slits.

      The king smiled sadly. “We must sometimes wade through fields of pain before we reach a plateau of peace. In time, my son, you will see that.”

      Ryuu’s wings snapped in, but he didn’t offer a response.

      Zaeth stepped forward. “We have matters to discuss—”

      Dragcor waved him off as he stood, turning to the vast expanse of windows to peer over the valley beneath.

      I realized they weren’t windows, but doors, the notion made clear as the king pressed against one. The glass panels slipped back, retreating into a small slit in the stone, and opening the chamber to the cool earthy air. A thick layer of mist had gathered as the early evening stars winked into life. It gave the impression that this kingdom was born of the heavens, created for the gods themselves.

      “I’ll address your concerns tomorrow after everyone has had an evening to rest.”

      With those words, the king leapt from the side of the cliff, his massive wings expanding on an updraft, carrying him over a sea of clouds and glittering stars.
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      “What was that?” I asked, not minding the bite the words carried as I chased after Ryuu. His fists had yet to unclench as he stalked down a hall lined with flickering torches.

      Ryuu muttered something that sounded like, “Will this day never end,” before swerving right.

      “Don’t walk away from me, Prince. I deserve some answers.”

      The sound of his title pulled him up short. He spun, fixing those rich, dragon-like eyes on me, and I was suddenly grateful the others had given us space.

      “I’ve renounced the throne and therefore that title,” Ryuu gritted out through clenched teeth. “Or did you not gather as much from the conversation?”

      My mouth dropped open a moment before I snapped it shut. “Do not be condescending to me. I wouldn’t have had to piece the story together if you’d just told me—”

      “What? That I’m the son of a creature that predates fae? A son of a Merged, monsters known for their ruthlessness? That I abandoned my kingdom, knowing they’d be better served with no king than one like me? Or would you rather I explained that I have a creature lurking within me, in addition to my fae affinities, one that slaughtered the woman I loved?”

      I blinked, forcing my lungs to work as Ryuu’s chest heaved. Swallowing the flood of emotions his words brought, I held his turbulent gaze and forced an even tone.

      “Yes. I mean, any of that would have helped the situation. And hasn’t anyone told you it’s not healthy to bottle up your emotions—”

      Ryuu threw his head back with a rather large groan and accompanying eyeroll before stalking down the hall once more.

      “Wait,” I called.

      Something in my voice must have reached him because he stilled, though he didn’t turn. Cautiously, I stepped forward, my fingers catching the edge of his wing. He stiffened under the contact, causing me to freeze. The pads of my fingers rested on the soft brush of his feathers, barely discerning the hard edge of the barbs beneath. But then Ryuu exhaled, easing into the heat of my palm as the barbs retracted.

      There were so many things I wanted to scream at him for, so many secrets and half-truths that needed to be addressed, but his head dipped as my fingers stroked his feathers.

      I tiptoed around, the trail of my fingers along his wing eliciting a shiver, until I stood beneath his heavy gaze. Something in my chest lurched as I caught sight of his expression. His brows were pinched in the center, drawing a crease across his otherwise perfect face, exhaustion lining every feature.

      My thumb brushed his cheek, dragging aside a strand of ebony hair that had fallen forward. “I want to know everything, because I want to know you.”

      The forest green flecks in his eyes brightened as they held my gaze. “It’s not a happy story.”

      “Most stories aren’t happy when they’ve just begun. That doesn’t mean they’ll end that way.”

      His lips quirked—just a twitch—but it leached some of the tension from his shoulders. “Would you walk with me, Greer? Through the chapters of heartache, of loss and disgrace? Would you see all that I was, all that I am, look upon the beast within me, and still choose to turn the pages?”

      I swallowed under the intensity of his gaze, knowing my next words would set me on a course I couldn’t turn back from. Ryuu had kept secrets from me—many, in fact. He was deadly on the battlefield, and clearly had a blemished past when it came to lovers…

      Jealousy surged at the thought of Cress still within these walls, at the notion of her thinking she could claim him… Worse, a flare of envy twisted my gut at knowing he had not only been intimate with another unknown woman, but he’d loved her once. It hadn’t ended well, but he’d loved her enough to reveal himself fully.

      It should be a cautionary tale.

      I should heed the warning and flee before I was dragged further into his gravity.

      With a deep breath, I linked my fingers through his. “Start at the beginning.”
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        * * *

      

      Ryuu escorted me to my lodgings, just one door down from his own. It was a spacious room, set with carved columns and draped with sheer golden fabric. The light material flowed gently in the subtle draft from the wide balcony that took up the entirety of the far wall. The tall, intricate railing ended before the semi-circle was complete, leaving a gap wide enough for an air fae to land. I guessed when you had wings, falling to your death wasn’t high on your list of concerns.

      Mosaic tiles inlaid with golden filigree stretched in every direction, the bright colors complementing the soothing, deep blues of the throw pillows adoring the oversized bed. It was huge, capable of fitting at least three winged fae, and I suppressed the urge to ask if he’d ever tested its capacity.

      Following the sound of lapping water and a faint scent of citrus, I found a pool lined in rich, blue tiles stretching to the edge in front of an opened, floor-length window. The waters reflected the distant stars as steam swirled up from the heated waters.

      “I had them draw you a bath,” Ryuu said, catching my distracted gaze.

      I lifted a brow at his assumption.

      The tan across his checks darkened slightly “The waters will stay warm until you’re ready. There’s a switch just there when you are finished.”

      Vaguely, I noted the small golden knob he pointed to, taking in the sheer size of the titled pool.

      “This… is a bath?”

      Ryuu’s brows drew together. “Are you not fond of baths? I could have sworn… no matter. There’s a shower.”

      Following his gaze, I noticed a large space with a bright, mosaic floor and complimentary walls just behind the bath. A wide set bench sat in the middle, big enough to fit two people comfortably. Spouts of all shapes and sizes were positioned throughout, the largest of them hanging overhead, clearly visible through the massive glass door.

      “Gods, I thought the base was extravagant,” I muttered under my breath. “The bath looks wonderful, but first, let’s talk.”

      Forcing myself not to linger on all the ways Ryuu and I could enjoy the warm water, I turned toward the couch positioned in front of the balcony and sank into the plush, cobalt cushions.

      Ryuu stiffened, but took a seat opposite. “What would you like to know?”

      “You didn’t tell me Cress wanted to marry you.”

      He lifted a brow. “She knows it’s not a possibility.”

      “But she wants to.” It wasn’t so much a question. His father had all but confirmed it, but I needed to hear Ryuu acknowledge my concerns.

      “For my status, for my companionship, but not for me. She lost her true love, the closest most will ever get to a mate. I would merely be a high-ranking replacement.”

      The band around my chest eased. They may have had a past, but he didn’t love her. Swallowing, I forced myself to ask about her child. “And Kaylyn? What’s your relationship to her?”

      Ryuu’s face softened despite himself. “Kaylyn is the daughter of Cress’s late sister. She died in childbirth. Cress has raised the child as her own.” His chin lifted a hair, a hard glint in his eyes. “Kaylyn is not of my blood, but children have been so scarce this past decade… She is dear to me. I would never shun her.”

      “I would never ask you to abandon a child,” I said, voice soft. “If anything, she reminds me a little of Will.”

      Ryuu’s face twisted into a pained smile, one that mirrored my own grief. He cared. Not just about the royals or the wealthy, but about the child who’d lost her mother, about the boy beneath the visions of the goddess. Ryuu was kind and strong. Compassionate while remaining level headed. He would be a great king. If only he could let himself focus on the future and forget his past—not forget, necessarily, but forgive.

      “If we’re going to do this, you need to be honest with me.”

      “I know,” he sighed. “It’s difficult for me to speak of. I was determined to lock that part of myself away forever, to never forget what I’m capable of. To never forgive myself. But then you walked into my life, and made things… complicated.”

      “Complicated as in good?”

      His lips tilted at the edges, but sadness penetrated his gaze. “You, Greer, are everything I’m unworthy of.”

      My heart thudded, but I held my tongue, allowing the silence to stretch for as long as Ryuu needed, until he felt comfortable enough to continue.

      He leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees and, just as I was giving up hope, he spoke.

      “We’d known each other since we were children. Jarek was the one who introduced us. The others were older, often leaving her and I to entertain ourselves. It was annoying… Until it wasn’t.

      “She’d been in the background for most of my life, until the summer we turned twenty-three. She could feel the settling beginning, her powers growing, and she was terrified.”

      “I thought most fae celebrated when they completed the settling,” I said, tilting my head to the side.

      Ryuu’s eyes took a moment to focus on me, returning from the memory of his past. “Most do, but her family had plans for her. She was expected to uphold family traditions, marry within her kingdom, and produce children… all to a man not of her choosing. Her parents never would have approved of our relationship. With the settling upon her, we were running out of time. So, we constructed a plan to run away together.”

      I expected the pang of jealousy to strike, but the hollowness of his voice had my heart squeezing. Reaching across the small space between us, I threaded my fingers through his.

      “Did the others know?”

      He nodded.

      “Jarek and Zaeth helped, but Soter was still in the Earth Kingdom. He hadn’t yet wandered into our group. There was a small village on the edge of the Air Kingdom that I took her to. Young royals often travel about Pax before accepting their sworn duties. A few years spent in the wilds is encouraged among the northern kingdoms as it is seen as preparing for the hardships of the crown, but the kingdoms of the south are stricter, less trusting. She took a great risk by coming with me. I swore no one would look for us. Swore she would be safe with me.

      “She went through the settling a month after we arrived. It was our own haven, small and lacking in so many ways, but she was happy. For two years… she was happy.”

      His head dipped, a dark lock falling free from the tie at the base of his neck to cover his eyes. After another long stretch of silence, Ryuu spoke, his voice nearly imperceptible. “Did you hear what my father said?”

      My brows furrowed, mind racing with the bits and pieces I’d overheard. “The part about your dragon not approving of her?”

      He nodded.

      “And earlier, Cress mentioned something about her not being your mate. But I thought mates didn’t happen anymore.”

      Ryuu stood, moving to the balcony and breathing in a gulp of cool, night air. He braced his hands on the railing, eyes staring out into the expanse of jutting plateaus and shifting clouds

      “I thought she was my mate.” He sighed. “My father is seen a powerful fae, one of the elite who are able to display traits from multiple kingdoms. Very few have discovered he’s a Merged. Those who have are too frightened to voice their theories, but it wouldn’t matter if they did.”

      Staying away from the open section of the balcony, I stepped to his side. We were above the clouds. Above everything. I dared a peek over the side, making out several streams linking together to form a large, snaking river. It was so quiet.

      “Nobody knows he’s a Merged?” I asked.

      Ryuu’s lips pressed thin as he shook his head. “Some suspect, but only Zaeth, Jarek, Soter, and Naz know for sure.”

      “And me,” I added, nudging his shoulder.

      His lips twitched, his dragon eyes locking on mine. “Yes, and you.”

      I cleared my throat, looking away from the intensity of his gaze. “So, she didn’t know, then?”

      Ryuu stiffened. “No, and it is the reason she’s dead. Being the son of a Merged is more than having increased strength. There was a reason the goddess tamed us into fae, weakening our potential for power. Not only do the Merged possess traits from multiple kingdoms, but each contains a beast within—a second shift. As you can guess, I inherited the gift from my father.

      “There is very rarely a need for me to shift fully.” Ryuu’s voice dropped to a whisper, his gaze clouding over with memories. “I hadn’t expected it to be a problem. The few times I had need of it was on the battlefield. But I’d taken her to an island off the coast of the Light Kingdom—one belonging to my father’s people millennia ago. It was our wedding day…”

      My stomach twisted. “It’s okay. You don’t have to—”

      “They weren’t strong enough to stop it. Even Zaeth.” Ryuu continued on as if he hadn’t heard me, his grip on the railing turning his knuckles white. “I knew it was a possibility, but I was so sure she was the one. So sure…” He shook his head. “I was wrong.”

      “You… shifted into a dragon?” I whispered.

      Ryuu’s throat bobbed. “I watched, trapped behind slitted eyes, as I tore through her.”

      I pulled in a breath, my hand reflexively covering his.

      “Do you understand now?” Ryuu growled, spinning to face me. “Do you see why I can never allow myself true happiness?”

      Tears pricked my eyes, pain lashing through me for all he’d lost.

      Self-disgust was etched across his face, but his palm drifted up, cupping my cheek with a tenderness that stole my breath.

      “I’ve already taken liberties with you, Greer. If it was just a kiss, just a touch, you’d be safe…”

      Leaning into the warmth of his palm, I met his searing gaze. “But it’s so much more than that,” I finished for him.

      His lips twitched a second before devastation descended.

      “That is exactly why we can’t be together. The beast can sense my emotions. It could emerge at any time.”

      “If you loved me?” I asked, my stomach fluttering as I uttered the words.

      “Yes.” He swallowed. “If I felt it, believed to my core that I would give my life—my soul—for another, the beast would reveal itself to ensure I committed my line to one worthy.”

      We’d leaned closer to one another, the heat of our breath mingling. I licked my lips and his scent of untamed winds and misty earth swirled around me. He’d had his love torn apart by his own hands, unable to stop himself… but a small, selfish part of me wondered if I would be different.

      “Maybe he’d like me. I have a dragon of my own, afterall.” My hand drifted to the top of my thigh where my fae brand lay beneath. “Maybe it means we’re destined.”

      Ryuu’s lips pulled into a sad smile, his thumb dragging down the center of my bottom lip. Heat burned through me at that small touch, my body responding to his, despite what he was saying.

      “There’s no way to be sure. I won’t risk you.”

      My lips pressed forward, closing around the tip of his thumb in a kiss, tempting fate. “And if I decide to risk myself?”

      A low, hungry growl rumbled through him. He leaned in further, pressing his forehead to mine and looking as if he might finally give in to the smoldering desire swirling in his eyes, but rather than close the distance between us, he snatched his hand away. I nearly fell over as Ryuu flitted away from me, pacing the length of the balcony until he halted at the gap in the railing. His boots were half off the edge before he glanced my way.

      “That is not an option. Forget me, Greer. And I will do my best to forget you.”

      Ryuu leaned over, plunging into the night a moment before his wings expanded. They pumped, carrying him under the blanket of stars until he was nothing more than a shadow across the moon.

      Forget me, Greer.

      But all I’d heard was the sultry way the last ‘r’ of my name rolled from his lips. Beast or no beast, Ryuu had imprinted himself on my soul. There was only one option left for me: I needed to seduce his dragon.
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      My stomach growled, angry at me for skipping dinner last night—for scarcely keeping food down at all since the village. Since the boy I’d almost killed.

      His terrified gaze flashed before my eyes, dissolving the last vestiges of sleep. He’d almost died by my hand, all because I’d been swept up in the thrill of battle… In the reverence of killing.

      Attempting to ignore the nearly overwhelming sense of guilt, I pushed the warm covers away and stepped onto the cool, stone floor.

      ‘You need to release more than just the dark fae urges’.

      Zaeth had warned me not to push my emotions away. He’d let me say terrible things that had nothing to do with him and everything to do with me. I’d yelled at him. I’d hit him.

      The gnawing pang in my stomach twisted.

      Gods, I needed to apologize.

      Swallowing against the tears pricking my eyes, I made my way to the washroom, grabbing for the mint paste and toothbrush.

      It was all too much. Guilt over how I’d treated him joined the weeping wound of grief that had plagued me since Will’s death.

      I rinsed my mouth with water, bracing my hands on the counter as I met my reflection in the mirror. Dark circles lined my eyes and my cheeks were hollowed, but the pointed tips of my ears shown clear.

      My pulse raced as my mind swam.

      Zaeth had told me not to suppress it—the hunger, my emotions—but he didn’t understand. I couldn’t think—couldn’t breathe.

      I reached for the numbness. Needing the quiet. Desperate for a semblance of control. But the dam containing my emotions had burst. I was left with nothing but fractured stones and a tidal wave of pain.

      One that I was drowning under.

      With a strangled breath, I started pacing the length of the room, grateful for the cool morning breeze coming in from the open window. I needed to focus on something that would consume my thoughts—Alderidge.

      I learned many things yesterday.

      Alderidge was the key to bringing down the brothers and avenging Will. Ryuu was a prince, but more importantly, King Dragcor alluded to Zaeth having a powerful position in his own kingdom. If what King Dragcor said was true, Zaeth was a royal, and a powerful one at that. Meaning he held land, titles, wealth, and possibly an army. If he wasn’t an appointed general prone to the beck and call of another, if this army truly was his, I’d make use of it.

      Halting in my tracks, I realized I needed to stay busy. Stay focused on hunting down Alderidge, and Veles, and all the others, because if I didn’t, if I let the anguish pooling inside me rise up again, I’d never resurface.

      Banishing the thought from my mind, I locked away the last dregs of pain and headed for the door.
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        * * *

      

      I dashed through the upper levels, weaving my way through the broad halls and open ledges toward the dining hall. Zaeth would be there for breakfast, and when I found him, I would demand answers.

      In my haste, I must’ve taken a wrong turn. It took me nearly a half hour before I found the appropriate passage and could hear the bustle of the early morning crowd sitting down to eat. My chest was heaving, but the panic that had gripped me earlier had ebbed, leaving in its wake a cold hollowness.

      Most ledges in the upper levels were secured with doors or sheets of glass, but every now and then, there’d be an alcove open to the world beneath us. Like the one set before me.

      Creeping closer, I nudged bits of rock off the edge with my boots, entranced as they tumbled through the mist, ricocheting off burnt sienna stone. I knew the valley was beautiful, knew I should feel a sense of wonder being present in this moment… but all I could think about was whether I’d survive the drop. Was fae healing quick enough? If I hit a few of the outcropping branches on the way… If I tipped just a bit further—

      “Elara!” Jarek’s voice cut through the air, causing me to jump back a moment before his arm was around my middle, tugging me to safety. “What were you doing? You could have fallen.”

      Storm blue eyes searched mine, brows shifting from anger to worry.

      “I was just looking,” I said in a small voice.

      Hastily, I shrugged him off as I spotted Zaeth through the doors of the breakfast hall taking a seat with a plate of food. Without looking back at Jarek, I flitted down the hall, through the doors, and took a seat opposite Zaeth.

      Cinnamon eyes peered up at me from dark lashes, the piece of fruit speared on his fork pausing halfway to his mouth. “Can I help you with something, love?”

      I needed to be smart about this. If I was right, Zaeth had the power of a dark royal. Convincing him to let me use any army under his command was imperative. Best to act normal.

      “I just thought I’d eat breakfast with my favorite dark fae.”

      Zaeth narrowed his eyes and then lifted a brow at the empty table before me.

      With a sanguine smile, I snatched a large red apple from his plate, sinking my teeth into its juicy flesh.

      “Happy?” I asked, licking the sweetness from my lips.

      Zaeth’s eyes dilated. “Incredibly.”

      Just then, Ryuu swept into the room, his wings tucked in tight against his back. “It’s not safe.”

      “So, you’ve said,” Greer grumbled, pushing back a wayward curl as she followed after him. “But the decision isn’t yours to make.”

      Ryuu’s nostrils flared as their conversation drew attention.

      “I will be different. I am different,” she said, trying to step in front of Ryuu.

      The prince ignored her as he tucked two apples, a block of wrapped cheese, and a loaf of freshly baked bread into a small sack slung over his shoulder. “We’ve gone through this—”

      “I’ve already seen him, peering out through your eyes—”

      Greer’s voice was cut off in a shrill yelp as Ryuu scooped her in his arms and carried her from the room.

      Jarek appeared in their wake. The wariness on his face at finding me near the cliff’s edge had vanished, replaced by a slight twitch of his lips. “I don’t envy Ryuu. Your sister is ruthless, kitten. She tracked him down in the sparring arena this morning and has been pestering him ever since.”

      My spine straightened. “Ryuu brought this on himself. He should have been honest with her—with us.”

      Zaeth shrugged as he chewed, swallowing a piece of thinly sliced pear. “He didn’t lie, merely avoided sharing certain truths.”

      “That is lying.” I scowled. “It’s a lie by omission.”

      His lips closed around the fork, tugging free another piece of fruit. Cinnamon eyes regarded me as he savored the bite. Finally, he spoke. “She didn’t ask about his past. Perhaps he was waiting for the right moment to share such things.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      Zaeth set the fork down, his food forgotten as he pinned me beneath his gaze. “Clearly, he didn’t think she could handle certain information.”

      Jarek’s eyes bounced between us a moment longer before he mumbled something about getting an early start, and fled.

      I lifted my chin, indignation blaring through me. “What did Dragcor mean when he asked if you would trust Ryuu with your kingdom?”

      Zaeth placed his forearms on the table, leaning forward as the slightest hint of light illuminated the outer edges of his irises. “I’m not sure you can handle that information, love.”

      “I knew it. You’re a dark royal, aren’t you?”

      His fierce gaze studied me a moment longer before he pressed away from the table, turning his back on me without another word.

      “Wait.” I chased after him, finally catching him in the hall. “Tell me the truth.”

      Zaeth kept walking. “No.”

      “‘No’ you won’t tell me or ‘no’ you’re not a royal.”

      He turned down another passage and another, until I caught him in one much smaller than the others. I was glad to see it was empty except for the two of us.

      “No, I’m not a royal,” Zaeth said over his shoulder, still walking away.

      My footsteps slowed and then stopped as I huffed out an incredulous laugh. “Liar.”

      Zaeth halted, shoulders tensing as if I’d struck him. Slowly, he turned, but rather than scowl, his lips were lifted into a wicked, arrogant smirk. “Not royal, love. King.”
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      “I find your lack of discretion concerning,” Ryuu said, his breath heating the crest of my ear as he deposited me on a golden settee. “Though it’s not nearly as alarming as your total lack of fear regarding your impending death, should you keep this up.”

      His wings snapped in close as he paced the length of the room. It was huge, the rich earthy tones made more welcoming by the abundance of vines and flowers adorning the sandstone walls. But other than the natural elements, there were very little adornments; nothing to hint at the person living within.

      “Are these your rooms? Because you really need to decorate.”

      Ryuu stilled, a look of utter disbelief coloring his features. “Have you heard nothing I’ve said?”

      “I heard you.” I sighed, adjusting the length of my dress. “No talking about your dragon while in public.”

      “And?” Ryuu prompted.

      I smiled, pressing up from the couch. “And, you said you love me.”

      “What?” Ryuu’s eyes widened, his tan cheeks flushing.

      My smile stretched as I stalked toward him.

      His wings bristled, but he held his ground. “I never said that.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe not yet, but you did express your annoyance over my lack of concern for my ‘impending death,’ did you not?”

      “Yes,” Ryuu said, the word sounding like it had been dragged from him.

      My smile widened. “And if you think my death is in the near future, that must mean you think I’ll get to meet your dragon soon. Meaning you’re already halfway in love with me.”

      “Unbelievable,” Ryuu muttered, but I saw the edges of his lips lift into an incredulous smile as he turned away.

      He was trying to protect me, and I appreciated that, but I couldn’t deny the way my pulse beat when he was near, the way my body hummed with an electric charge that made me feel alive. And the dragon brand seared into the swell of my hip had to mean something.

      Cocking my head to the side, I settled into the settee, feeling the weight of the pendant he’d given me tucked against my chest.

      “In all seriousness, I meant what I said. Your eyes change sometimes, but I’ve never felt any hostility. I think it’s worth giving ‘us’ a try. Or at least finish what we started in the library.”

      Ryuu’s gaze snapped to mine, pupils carefully rounded. “When I shift, I draw on his power.”

      “You can shift into him on command?”

      He gave a tight nod. “But I relinquish control when I do. I’m present, but my impulses are largely primal. I’ve only ever drawn on him when in battle, unleashing the dragon until we were both too exhausted to continue. Only when there would be no survivors.”

      “But you’re aware of what’s happening?”

      “To a degree, but my humanity is lessened—Trapped. I see only power. Those who are lacking are disposed of.”

      My lips pursed as I considered this. “The only time you’ve released him outside of war is when you were with her?”

      “I didn’t release him then, at least not consciously.” Ryuu averted his gaze as his wings bristled.

      I stood before him, hands coming to my hips. “What aren’t you saying?”

      He looked up, and there was the beast behind the man, forest green flecks blazing around vertical slits. “I’ve been looking into the dragon for a while now—”

      “Have you, really?”

      He lifted a brow, but continued. “The Merged secured their love with a mating bond. If it’s more than physical, the dragon emerges to determine if they are worthy. And it will kill any potential mate found lacking.”

      I swallowed. “Even if said mate was fine without exchanging vows?”

      Slowly, he nodded, and the vertical slits of the dragon beneath seemed to see straight through me.

      With a sigh, I turned, wandering around the room in search of something that was innately Ryuu.

      “I guess we’ll have to take things slow. Wasn’t my first choice, but…”

      “We should be focusing on preparing you for the Light Kingdom, not on our relationship.”

      I flashed him a dazzling smile over my shoulder. “We’re in a relationship?”

      He glared at me.

      “What’s this?” I asked, the edges of a glass-encased scroll catching my attention.

      Ryuu turned, following my line of sight to the long, cluttered table tucked into the darkest corner of the room. Nearby windows had been drawn shut, casting the nook in shadows, which was the only reason I hadn’t noticed it earlier.

      “Those are the scrolls I’ve been looking through. The largest one is the prophecy Cress found before…”

      My stomach twisted as I neared. It must be the prophecy of the raven, the one foretelling Will’s death. Swallowing, I reached forward, setting that one aside and carefully sorting through the rest. “And the others?”

      Ryuu neared behind me, his vast wings blotting out the few rays of light reaching this corner. I resisted the urge to lean into him.

      “The rest of the prophecy. It’s mostly recorded in small pieces at a time, but the recordings overlap to create the prophecy your mother hid from you.” He tugged a new parchment containing a small, loopy scrawl inked across it to the front. “The originals must be protected from excessive light and erosive properties. Even our enchantments can’t protect texts as ancient as them, but I’ve written my own copy.”

      I read over his notes, my eyes snagging on the paragraph referring to my little brother. Gingerly, my fingers traced the edges.

      

      A raven’s wings protect the realm,

      The final shield of the human’s helm.

      But creatures’ crushing blows shall reign

      Shattering shelter, unleashing pain.

      

      “It’s hard to believe I won’t see him again… at least, not in this life.”

      The sting of tears came unbidden as the yawning pang of grief surfaced. Ryuu seemed to know I didn’t want pacifying words. Instead, he remained a silent force behind me, lending me strength through his presence. Gentle wings reaching out, the soft underside caressing my shoulder with a tenderness that reached deep into my soul. To any who’d have seen us, it was nothing—a brushing of feathers and skin—but it calmed my frantic mind.

      Brushing away the tears, I focused the the scattered sheets of parchment before us. “What about the rest of it? Have you figured out the other passages?”

      “Some,” Ryuu said, pointing to the top.

      

      Driven by pride, brothers wandered deep,

      Through splintered realms to the shadowed keep.

      Severing bonds, they ventured too far,

      Enduring pain and harrowing scars.

      

      “We know this refers to the brothers having returned to enact revenge, but the world they left no longer exists. The second stanza referred to Will.”

      I nodded, not letting myself linger on his memory. “I’m worried about the ‘crushing blows’ and ‘unleashing pain’ part. Attacks have increased, but it all seems to be in line with the brothers’ previous blows, right?”

      Ryuu nodded, his eyes darkening. “We’ve had an increase in number, but the type of attacks have been the same. Nothing that would warrant a stanza in a prophecy.”

      “Yet,” I added, my own concerns mirrored in Ryuu’s face. I turned back to the parchment before us, reading out loud.

      

      “‘The three returned, vengeful, demanding.

      Intent on war with clever planning.

      Fierce dragon’s tears, releasing, freeing,

      Breaking constraints, finally seeing.’

      

      The brothers are ‘the three’ and they’ve made their intent on war very clear, but what about the dragon?” My gaze sought his, but his eyes remained fixed on the words.

      His lips pressed thin. “Some of the great dragons remain in the Fire Kingdom, though most have passed from this world. The dragons known throughout Pax are smaller, more playful creatures.”

      My head tilted to the side as I studied him. “Maybe… but it could be referring to a different type of dragon.”

      Ryuu turned, finally meeting my eyes. His gaze dipped to my thigh, as if seeing beneath the clothes to the dragon climbing the swell of my hip. “Perhaps.”

      I snorted. “There’s no way I’m the dragon. I’m light fae—half light fae. But you…”

      “I assure you the dragon in question is not my own. It’s incapable of feeling, let alone tears.” His voice was low as he continued. “I’m not worthy of the goddess’s warnings.”

      The flicker of shame in his gaze was enough to cause me to drop the subject. “The bottom line is, we need to find the spear and stop the brothers.”

      Ryuu nodded, the two of us retreating to the settee. “Legend states the spear was divided into three parts: one stolen by the north, one hidden by the light fae, and the other lost to the wilds of Pax. Zaeth and I are looking into the northern piece, but your task will be earning the light royals’ trust and obtaining the location of the second.

      “The princess was locked away for most of her childhood and has been gone for over a century. Some will view her return as an opportunity to further their own agendas, but the prince and his cousin will be the hardest to fool. They have the most to lose and are not above killing to maintain their status.”

      I nodded, feeling the fluttering of nerves in my stomach. “Impersonating a lost princess, dodging a bloodthirsty prince, and hiding from a triad of brothers intent on genocide… what’s there to worry about?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            21

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            ELARA

          

          

      

    

    






KING.

        

      

    

    
      King.

      The word echoed in the silence around us. I blinked, swallowing against the dryness of my mouth. “You’re the Dark King?”

      Zaeth’s eyes flashed with something like hurt as he noticed my wide eyes before his features smoothed out. “Don’t worry, love. I’m used to people leaving once they discover who I am. I expected nothing different from you.”

      My fists clenched. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      He huffed out a coarse laugh, shaking his head with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

      “Don’t do that,” I snapped.

      “Don’t do what, exactly?”

      “That. Acting like I’m not allowed to be upset. You hid this from me. We could’ve been using the Dark Kingdom’s army to hunt Alderidge. We could have stopped Veles—”

      “What do you think they’ve been doing? The Dark Army has been battling the brothers since long before any of the other kingdoms realized what was happening. Naz has been handling things in my absence.”

      “Naz?” I asked, momentarily stunned that he could entrust something as important as finding the brothers to anyone else.

      “Nazneen. You met her in Neith when you were still working for him.”

      “Him,” I repeated, matching his mocking tone. “Alarik has done nothing wrong in this situation—”

      “Still defending him, I see.”

      “That’s enough,” I snapped.

      The ring around Zaeth’s eyes flared. “You’re right. That is enough.”

      He turned, retreating further down the dimly lit hall, but I wasn’t finished.

      “Hey! I’m talking to you!” I called, chasing after him.

      “This is not a conversation. It’s an interrogation and I’ll have no part of it.”

      “I need that army, Zaeth. To avenge Will. I deserve answers—”

      “You deserve answers?” Zaeth whirled, shoulders drawn tight. “Tell me, love. What makes you entitled to the inner workings of my life? You’ve made it clear you wish for nothing more than friendship from me—and a shallow one at that.”

      I almost flinched as his words sliced through me—almost—but anger was an effective shield. Ignoring the tears blurring the edge of my vision, I held his gaze.

      “We are not friends. The only things we have in common are violence and death.”

      My words hung in the air between us, both of our chests heaving. For a moment, I thought I saw a flash of pain in Zaeth’s eyes, as raw and devastating as the battered pieces of my heart. But the moment passed, and Zaeth’s chin slowly dipped.

      “Understood.”

      I was rooted to the floor, helpless to do anything but stare as he walked away, retreating silently through the earthy hall before disappearing down an adjacent corridor without a glance back.

      I don’t know how long I stood there, but eventually the spell of tense silence cracked. My lungs took in disjointed breaths. Choked cries shuddered through me, doubling me over, shocking me with their force.

      I was already hollow.

      I was already broken.

      So, why did this hurt so much?

      “El?”

      Fresh tears streamed down my cheeks as I lifted my gaze toward Greer’s voice. I blinked, clearing my vision just enough to see her standing before a partially opened door down the hall.

      Our rooms. I hadn’t realized we’d walked so far.

      I blinked again, noting how the halls had grown dim, the light of the day long since past. My limbs were stiff, my cheeks and neck damp from streams of shed tears. I must have been standing here for hours.

      “El, are you all right?” she called, followed by the soft padding of footsteps.

      No. I was not all right. Nothing was all right.

      Gods, the look in Zaeth’s eyes—the hurt, the flash of betrayal—I’d caused that. Me.

      And then Will…

      He’s gone.

      My lips moved, but I couldn’t speak. The cage I had constructed, the one caging the tattered remains of my volatile soul was crumbling. Devastation. Agony. Regret. All of it was gathering, mounting, with my rising panic. I dropped to my knees, legs numb. Greer was at my side in seconds.

      “He’s gone. Oh, gods,” I cried around a strangled breath, staring up at her through blurry eyes as all of the suppressed emotions surged through me. “Our little brother—he’s gone.”
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      The next day came and went.

      And then the next.

      And the next, until I lost track of time.

      I couldn’t muster the energy to leave my bed. The thick curtains lining the windows of my room stayed closed, and I fell into a state of in-between, hovering on the verge of being awake and succumbing to unconsciousness. A tray of fresh fruit and bread appeared on my bedside table at some point, only to remain untouched, replaced by a small bowl of plump, purple berries later on. But food had lost its appeal.

      Meals circulated as if on their own, but I knew Greer was behind it. I’d heard her arguing with someone last night—or had it been yesterday morning?—insisting that I needed rest.

      Dragging my body to a sitting position, I picked at the fresh platter of sliced melon, forcing a few of the thinner pieces down to dull the gnawing ache in my stomach. Berries, bread, melon—there was a time not too long ago that this decadence would’ve been beyond our means. When I never would have considered letting food go to waste, but the only thing I hungered for now was the quiet reprieve sleep offered.

      In my dreams I was whole. Glimpses of an alternative future greeted me, both consoling and tormenting with their possibilities. I dreaded the approaching dawn, each morning wishing the sun would halt her ascension for another hour—another breath.

      Each morning I was disappointed.

      Time continued its steady march forward, unencumbered with the added weight of dragging my obliterated mind along with it.

      I lost track of the days, but I felt my body growing weak as Greer’s hardened. We both remained plagued by grief, but where I was fading, she was solidifying—piecing the small pieces of her life back together as I fell further and further apart.

      It was an odd sensation; knowing what I should be doing, but having no drive to follow through. I’d sought numbness before, but this was different. Deeper. I was a void, detached from the world around me… All except for the nagging, slow churning of fury simmering in my gut. It sustained me, the last thread tethering me to reality.

      Revenge.

      Greer must have been worried, because she soon stopped barring the others from entering. Words washed over me; some meant to provoke, others meant to soothe, but none reached me.

      It was all meaningless.

      The scent of cedar and spice brushed past me, but my gaze stayed fixed on the rolling clouds of mist drifting past my window. Greer insisted I get some fresh air, going as far as removing the curtains entirely when I first objected. But, after adjusting to the light flooding my room, I found I was grateful for the view.

      Clouds shifted with the current of the wind, gentle in their movements. If I closed my eyes while sitting on the edge of the balcony, I could sometimes imagine I was floating among them… just drifting into oblivion.

      The legs of a chair screeched behind me.

      “Dragcor has agreed to stand with us against the brothers,” Zaeth said, launching into the conversation as if we’d been talking for hours. “He claims to recall the three of them defecting from the Light Kingdom centuries ago and confirms the spear is needed to defeat them.”

      When I didn’t respond, Zaeth continued in a conversational tone. “The northern one shouldn’t be a problem. Naz has sent Soter to investigate a lead on the third piece, and Greer leaves tomorrow for the Light Kingdom. It’s only a matter of time.”

      I blinked, the movement seeming to happen in slow motion. “Greer is leaving tomorrow?”

      My voice was hoarse with disuse, but Zaeth’s eyes widened as if I’d just sang. He cleared his throat.

      “Yes. Jarek will lux Greer to the meeting point with Evander just outside the gates of Alora. She’s been studying and training endlessly these past few weeks. She’s ready.”

      Weeks? Had it been that long?

      “We’re making progress with Alderidge, too.”

      Zaeth’s voice trailed off as I stood, the change in position causing the loose fabric of my pants to slip. I pulled the drawstrings taut, looping the excessive ties until the band was snug against the sharp bones of my waist. Without meeting Zaeth’s eyes, I padded to the bed.

      Weeks. Yet another reminder of how terrible a sister I was. I hadn’t even written to Lannie.

      “I once promised I’d help you avenge your brother,” Zaeth said, his voice soft. “I plan to keep that promise, but I need you to stay with me.”

      Slipping beneath the sheets, I tugged the blankets close and turned away.

      The edge of the bed dipped behind me, the warmth of Zaeth’s palm finding the small of my back. His touch was searing, forcing me to feel, to acknowledge something other than my own trivial existence.

      “One moment at a time, love. I’ll be here when you’re ready.”

      Zaeth rubbed soothing circles along my back for a long time, the small, rhythmic motion shifting something in my chest. I felt the whisper of a kiss on the top of my head as the weight on the bed lifted.

      There were things that needed to be done. Important things. But… Will was gone. My brother, the reason I’d risked the Western Woods each winter to find enough food, the little boy I’d been more mother to than sister… he was dead.

      A small, rational piece of my mind knew there were other families out there, other children who were in danger from Veles and his brothers. Gods, my sister was going into the heart of the Light Kingdom tomorrow.

      I needed to get up. I needed to feel.

      Tucking my knees in further, I let the ache in my chest rise to the surface as fresh, silent tears streamed from my closed eyes. Exhausted from the effort it took to think, I focused on the sounds of the wind shifting among the canyons.

      I’ll be here when you’re ready. Zaeth’s voice drifted through my mind as sleep claimed me.

      I wasn’t sure that day would ever come, but in the quiet of my mind, my consciousness teetering on the edge of oblivion, his voice reached me once more.

      “I’m here, love… From now until the end.”
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      “How are we going to get there, again?” I asked, careful not to move as I lined the edge of my eyes with kohl.

      “Luxing,” Jarek answered, fixing his own dark liner along his light, blue-gray eyes. “I’m told many Merged used to have the ability, but I’m the only fae we know of currently with the gift.”

      I pulled back, studying the symmetry of my eyes before making a small adjustment to the left side. “So, we’re just going to vanish and then reappear?”

      “In a way. Luxing is simple mass manipulation. I’m able to fold into light, riding the waves until I’m at the location of my choosing. I have to be able to picture the destination clearly, or else I’ll only flicker before reappearing.” He returned his liner to the counter, trading it in for a subtle, pink stick to coat his lips. His hair was golden blond, rather than my silver, but there was no denying we both looked the picture of light fae royalty. “Think of it as the opposite of what Naz does.”

      “What does Naz do?”

      “Shadowwalking. She describes it as condensing mass, using the pull of molecules to align her current position with that of her destination. There are a few others who can shadowwalk, though not many, and none beside Naz can pull people with them.”

      “But you can.”

      “Yes.” He smiled, handing me a shimmering, light pink tube. “For the finishing touch.”

      “I could get used to this,” I said, pivoting in the mirror after applying the shade.

      Soft, blue fabric trimmed my waist, accenting the swell of my hips in a long swatch of material. The bust was cut low, my chest pushed up by the short, boned stays. Lace edged the neckline, the silver pattern mimicked along the edge of the off shoulder sleeves.

      My dragon pendant sat poised between my breasts. I’d worried it would give away my identity, but Jarek confirmed the light royals were a gaudy group. If anything, he said it would be seen as too plain.

      My fingers ran along the necklace: silver dragons wrapped around the deep sapphire stone. It represented us, what we could one day be. A dragon lurked beneath Ryuu’s quiet control and I’d earned my own form of a dragon breaking the containment spell from Mother—the brand along my thigh. It was probably nothing more than a coincidence, but I let myself believe it meant Ryuu and I had a future together.

      That we were fated to be with one another. I hoped he felt it, too.

      Since the spring celebration, I’d felt drawn to him. Clearly, he’d been an arrogant ass at the time, shutting me down in front of the entire base, but I think it was just another way to keep distance between us.

      Letting the necklace settle between the swell of my breasts, I turned toward Jarek.

      “You look beautiful,” he said.

      “I know.” I smirked, my fingers trailing along twisted pieces of my hair pulled back and secured at the nape of my neck. “Are you sure I have to wear my hair this tight? It’s already giving me a headache.”

      “Pain is fleeting. Reputation is forever.” Jarek swatted my hand away. “Or at least that’s what the light royals believe.”

      “He’s right,” Ryuu’s voice sounded from the open door. “The light fae prize reputation beyond all else. If you appear weak, you are weak.”

      “Exactly,” Jarek said cheerily. “You must embrace the catty, self-serving, arrogant control freak you have hidden deep within and let her flourish.”

      “Right.” My lips tugged into a frown. “I only need to convince the light royals that I’m the Lost Princess, returned from the clutches of the horrible dark fae to take my rightful place among them.”

      “Yes, you hate the dark fae,” Jarek said. “Scary, scary dark fae. They kept you prisoner and the only reason you’ve escaped is because Evander discovered your location.”

      I nodded, recalling the backstory we’d concocted. It’d been drilled into my mind so many times, I nearly believed it myself.

      “I was taken to a city in the north, Amnevar,” I recited. “Until they recently attempted to move my location to Caligo.”

      “But you mustn’t let them question you,” Ryuu said. “Keep it short. You’re a princess and, as such, beyond questioning.”

      “Right. Convince the royals I’m one of them—”

      “Better than them,” Jarek corrected.

      “Better than them,” I repeated. “Be the most powerful, but lie low, while also convincing them to hand over a piece of an ancient spear strong enough to destroy their master.”

      “Don’t convince them,” Ryuu said, voice clipped. “To seek their approval is to put yourself at their mercy. Sorscha may have been a meek princess once, one weak enough to have been stollen by the dark far, but she is returning as a survivor of the Dark Kingdom. You must set the rules. Dictate what you will and will not tolerate.”

      My shoulders slumped, and Jarek must have felt my spirits depleting because he spun me away from the mirror in a flourish. “Trust yourself. You’ve practiced impersonations just as often as spell work and swordplay. Come, what are you going to say upon arrival?”

      I pulled my shoulders back and lifted my chin, turning to meet my reflection once more. I allowed a crease to form along the underside of my nose as if I’d smelt something rotten and pitched my voice as I’d practiced. “I am Princess Sorscha, returned to you from the talons of the dark fae. Take me to my brother at once. We have much to discuss.”

      Jarek clapped his hands. “Good, but make sure you commit to thinking you’re above anyone and anything.”

      “You will address me as ‘Princess Sorscha’ or not at all,” I said, holding his gaze a moment longer before releasing it. I glanced toward Ryuu, frowning as I noted the thin press of his lips and the tight, guarded set of his wings. “How was that?”

      “Perfect.” Jarek beamed. “Princess Sorscha was the proper little royal. She was very outspoken and in favor of the light fae’s traditions, until she met Ryuu, of course. But up until that point she was just like the others. The Sorscha the royals remember will hate others just as strongly as they do.”

      Until she met Ryuu, of course.

      Something like jealousy twisted in my stomach at Jarek’s words. I had known the royal children had occasion to meet, but this implied Ryuu was someone special to Sorscha. Someone close enough to change her views on the world.

      Brushing the uncomfortable feeling aside, I swished my dress and peered up at Ryuu with a playful smirk. “What do you think? Do I look like the princess?”

      “No,” Ryuu breathed, almost pleadingly. “Your curls are a brilliant silver, more akin to starlight than the sun. Her eyes were tranquil pools, where yours are blazing with an unquenchable fire. And these…” His thumb drifted over the bridge of my cheeks, dragging along the splash of freckles. “I like these most of all.”

      Heat rushed to my cheeks—among other places—and I couldn’t help but lick my lips.

      “Anything else?” I breathed, voice thick with want.

      Ryuu’s eyes shifted as his lips twitched.

      “Yes, yes, we get it,” Jarek said. “They’re different, but to everyone else who hasn’t been in love with both of them, Greer will do just fine.”

      Ryuu went unnaturally still, his hand falling away as the weight of Jarek’s words registered.

      I blinked, brows knitting together as I stared up at him, the flutter of excitement at hearing Ryuu loves me quickly doused with dread.

      “You… loved Sorscha? But I thought you’ve only been in love once, and that ended with—” I stumbled back, my mouth running dry.

      “You didn’t tell her?” Jarek snapped, his hand coming to steady me.

      Ryuu’s jaw ticked. “It didn’t come up.”

      “It’s come up, now,” Jarek rebuked, his eyes narrowing.

      My gaze flew to Ryuu, finding the dragon peering back at me. “What really happened to Sorscha?”

      He held my gaze, his body locked in an unnatural calm as the green flecks in his eyes flashed. “I killed her.”
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      “Thank you, Lannie.” Healer Grant coughed, his gaunt frame shaking with the force.

      Pillows propped up his torso, but even with the incline, I could hear the rattle in his chest. I’d conducted every exam, employed dozens of tonics and medicines without avail. This wasn’t something I could fix. We’d concluded it was his heart giving way, the failing organ causing excessive pressure in his lungs. Essentially, the buildup of fluid would slowly drown him… and, like so much else in my life, I was helpless to stop it.

      I forced my lips into a smile as I accepted the empty cup from his hands. “Rest. I’ve got everything under control.”

      But his eyes had already closed, the tension in his body fading as he drifted to sleep. At least I had plans with Ser and Ahmya today. There would be a break from the hospital wing, from the incessant dressing changes, suturing, sterilizing. From brewing and boiling tonic after tonic. For now, I made my way back to the lab, pushing open the door to the scent of alcohol and herbs.

      “There you are,” Ser said, greeting me with a smile from behind Ahmya.

      I blinked, my eyes darting to the clock. Was I late already? “What are you doing here?”

      Ahmya turned, following Ser’s gaze. “We knew you’d get in as much work as possible before our day off, and thought we could help sped things along.

      Ser gave a guilty shrug under my questioning look. “We won’t craft the tonics, but I thought we could prepare the ingredients. It should preserve the potency of your healing remedies while still making the process easier for you.”

      A smile split across my face as I stared at Ser, at the thoughtfulness behind this day. Others had tried to help, but their potions always seemed to lack the effect mine carried. They worked, but not nearly as well—probably my latent fae affinities bubbling beneath the surface. Knowing I was the only one capable of making the tonics and potions added another weight to my already heavy shoulders.

      The emotional toll of caring for hundreds of patients was catching up to me. Add that to the physical fatigue of not sleeping, I felt close to breaking most days. Still, I couldn’t justify taking time for myself when it meant leaving others to their fate—not if I could help. There would always be another patient, someone who could’ve healed quicker if I’d only stayed up a little longer, or skipped another meal to make the extra required potion myself.

      But Ser had found a way around all of that.

      “You would do that for me?” I asked, voice soft. A flush built across her cheeks, a sight I was coming to love. Before she could respond, Ahmya spoke.

      “You need to take a break,” she said, making herself at home as she gathered various supplies. “And more than just sleeping, Lannie”

      “But you do need to make more time for sleep,” Ser added, the color across her cheeks darkening as I lifted a brow.

      She’d been staying in my bed for the last few weeks. We hadn’t done more than hold each other, and oftentimes I didn’t retire until past midnight, but those nights where my body wrapped around hers, when her scent of honey and chamomile clung to my pillow the next morning… Those nights were everything.

      Before the responsibilities of the day weighed on me once more, I allowed myself a few hours with Ser’s body curled into mine. It was mesmerizing, the way her features looked illuminated by the stars, the gentle light blanching her pale skin further to highlight the stark scar running down her face.

      Lifting my hand, I traced the raised edge, brushing back the wave of hair she kept hanging low over her face. “I’ll make sleep more of a priority.”

      Ser’s breathing hitched as she stilled under my touch. She looked as if she wanted to lean into the warmth of my palm while also fighting the urge to run. Not willing to lose her, I let my hand fall away after tucking the strand of copper hair behind her ear.

      The scar was mirrored and multiplied across her stomach, but it only made me appreciate her more. Ser was a fighter, hungry for life and unwilling to give up on it. She had been so close to leaving this world. My jaw ticked at the thought. If I hadn’t left the base to visit Will, if I hadn’t been there…

      “All right,” Ahmya called, breaking the spell I’d fallen under while gazing into Ser’s eyes. “I think you two can manage the rest of this. Meet me in the shop when you're ready.”

      Ahmya flashed us a knowing smirk, causing the blush of Ser’s cheeks to flare crimson.

      My lips twitched as Ahmya left, leaving us alone.

      “I missed you,” I whispered, leaned forward to tilt my head against hers. I inhaled deeply, her scent like a soothing balm against the wound my brother’s loss had left. She didn’t know it yet, but I’d never leave her side.

      Ser was beautiful—outside and in. She was the sun in a world frozen by pain. The only source of light in an endless dark. And I would make her mine one day.

      I let my unspoken promise fill me as Ser pulled away with a soft smile. “I missed you, too. With the antidote for the somnus toxin perfected, we should have more time together.”

      Following her lead, we got to work preparing tonics and salves, the somnus antidote included. “How has distribution among the soldiers gone?”

      “Good. Everyone's happy for the protection,” she said, using a pestle and mortar to grind leaves. “Has Soter been back? I have to admit, at first the sight of his ram horns were a little unnerving, but he’s been very kind.”

      “Not yet. He stopped by a few days ago, but the antidote wasn't ready. He should be back soon.”

      “And your sisters?” she asked, moving on to the next cluster of ingredients. “Any letters from El?”

      I shook my head, adding ingredients to the boiling water. “One from Jarek, though. Evander has made progress on his quest, whatever that entails. Greer sounds ready to get out of the Air Kingdom and join him.”

      Ser’s chin dipped down in a nod.

      Giving myself over to the task at hand, I finished stirring in the last of the ingredients and poured the salve into the dozen tins Ser laid out. Once they were filled and cooling, we cleaned the space in comfortable silence before making our way toward Ahmya’s shop.

      Summer was fading, taking with it the worst of the humidity, and leaving in its place a perfect day. That was another thing I appreciated about Ser: she never pressured me. She knew when I needed time, knew how to give me space without allowing me to feel neglected. As we descended the hill toward the city below, I wove my fingers through hers and spoke.

      “Greer’s letter said El still isn’t talking, isn’t doing much of anything, really. Zaeth has promised to look after her while Greer travels.”

      “Did she say where?” Ser asked, glancing up at me as we made our way through the cobblestoned streets toward Ahmya’s shop.

      “No, only that Evander was accompanying her.” I frowned, realizing how much I missed my sisters. I’d chosen to stay while they’d gone. I remained trapped in a human body while they had broken through the last of their mortal confinements and embraced all of who they were.

      Ser gave my hand a squeeze. “It’s not safe to give away their plans, not when messengers are just as likely to be caught by Veles’s monsters as they are to make it to the base.”

      I nodded, knowing she spoke the truth, but it didn't ease the wariness consuming me at not knowing where my sister would be.

      “There you are,” Ahmya said as we pushed through the wooden door, the crisp ring of the overhead bell announcing our arrival. “The Lammas celebrations are in full swing. I finished up a dress for you, Ser, if you wanted to change for the festivities.”

      Ser’s eyes widened as Ahmya pulled down a wash of blue fabric. “You made me a gown?”

      “I had some leftover fabric and knew the color would look fabulous on you,” Ahmya grinned, before pinning me with a playful glare. “No peeking.”

      My lips twitched as Ser was ushered to the back, Ahmya closing he curtains after them. They returned a moment later.

      “Your date awaits,” Ahmya said, waving her hand in a dramatic sweep before stepping aside to reveal Ser.

      She was dressed in flowing fabric, the dark blue bodice laced up the front. Her red hair hung in soft waves, the sides pinned back from her face. For once, she wasn’t hiding her scar. The sight of her being confident, of her being sure in her worth, in her beauty—it stole my breath away.

      I must have been staring, because Ser’s cheeks deepened into the most alluring shade of pink, one that bloomed when she captivated me and I shamelessly allowed others to see.

      “If you two need a moment, I’d be happy to disappear.” Ahmya’s taunting remarks sent Ser’s cheeks flaring into a bright scarlet.

      “Lammas celebrations?” I asked my brows furrowing as a vision of Greer baking bread throughout the night surfaced. “The start of the harvest season?”

      Ahmya nodded, linking one arm with mine and the other with Ser’s to steer us down the cobblestone street. “That’s the one. I figured Greer would have known all about it but I’ve gathered you’re not much of a believer.”

      I lifted a brow, ready to defend my preference for logic, but Ahmya continued as if there was nothing to debate. As if knowing we had two different, opposing views and each were okay to keep.

      Many of the shops had closed for the day, and I realized Alarik must have funded this little celebration. More families had flocked to the safety of the base. We were stretched thin, but the community welcomed each person with open arms, latching onto kindness in a world where cruelty was all too easy to wield.

      “It is the first day of the harvest season, but it’s also seen as a good day for joining two lives together.”

      My eyes widened as Ser’s startled gaze met mine. “Oh, umm. Ser and I aren’t really…”

      Not really what? We were together, weren’t we?

      “We’re happy together,” Ser said, seeming to pick up on my distress. “But what Lannie is trying to say is that we’re not ready for anything that serious.”

      Ahmya halted our walk, her eyes darting between the two of us before she threw her head back in a laugh. “Not the joining of you two. Though, I’d kill to be the designer for your outfits on that special day. Today is for the renewing of vows and the fasting of couples ready to bind their souls together. We, ladies, are the lucky spectators who get to enjoy decadent food and endless drinks.”

      Ser and I both exhaled as Ahmya led us into the open square in the heart of the city. It was decorated with tasteful flower bundles and woven arches. Embers blazed in a metal contraption, the smoke slowly cooking a wild boar while clusters of sweets adorned tables throughout. Music was playing while ale was served and, everywhere I looked, people were smiling.

      Ahmya squealed, disentangling herself as she rushed forward into the arms of a bright-eyed Vidarr. He caught her mid-jump, his hands braced on her thighs as she wrapped her legs around him.

      “I thought you had patrol today,” Ahmya breathed between kisses. “I didn’t think you’d make it.”

      Vidarr kissed her back before setting her down, staring at her like she was the beating heart in his chest. “Cadoc’s handling it for me. Alarik ensured I’d have the day to spend with you.”

      Ahmya glanced to where Vidarr gestured, giving Alarik a small wave.

      “Thank you, General,” Ahmya said, smoothing out her skirts. “It promises to be a day full of memories, in no small part to your donations.”

      “Of course,” Alarik said, lifting his brow toward Vidarr, who shifted under his gaze. “Today will be something to remember for years to come.”

      “That it will,” Ahmya said politely, reaching for Vidarr’s hand and attempting to join the celebrations. But he held her back, tugging her to his side with a nervous smile.

      “These past few months have been the best in my life—”

      “You’re welcome,” Ahmya said with a flirtatious grin, attempting to draw him with her. Vidarr smiled, mirth dancing in his eyes, but he held his ground. I dared a glance at Ser, both of our brows lifting as we heard the ring of nervous hope underlying Vidarr’s words.

      “Every day with you is an adventure—”

      “That it is, my warrior,” she purred, pressing a kiss to his lips. “But I really do want to enjoy the festival before we start any adventures—”

      “Gods, woman,” Vidarr breathed with a grin. “Can you stay still for one minute so I can propose?”

      Ahmya’s playful smirk fell, her eyes widening as Vidarr dropped to a knee. Ser’s excited squeal filled the air, and I couldn’t help but imagine how happy she might look staring down at me.

      “I love you. You are everything I’ve ever dreamed of, and so much more than deserve. Let me spend the rest of my life striving to be worthy of you.”

      He pulled free a small box, opening the lid to reveal a modest ruby set in a thin, golden band. Ahmya’s chest heaved, tears filling in her eyes.

      “Will you—”

      “Yes!” she screamed, launching forward and toppling both of them to the ground.

      Cheers broke out from the surrounding crowd, their celebration made all the richer by Vidarr’s elated laugh. Ahmya swallowed the sound with a deep, gripping kiss as Vidarr’s arm came around her, his eyes sparkling with warmth.

      “You’ll join your life to mine? Be mine for all to see?”

      “Yes,” Ahmya breathed, pulling back enough for him to slip the ring onto her finger.

      I glanced over at Ser noting the glassy sheen to her own eyes and threaded my fingers through hers. We were young, only just beginning to experience life, but we had learned a lot about each other in such a short time. We weren’t ready for anything quite that serious. Not yet… But someday, I’d slip a simple band with a dazzling jewel onto her finger. For all to see.
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      A gentle rapping at the door pulled me from sleep. I blinked, only to find I was alone. Of course, I was alone. Zaeth’s sense of obligation was fulfilled and then some. If I were honest with myself, I didn’t understand why he’d come to see me at all. I’d done nothing but push him away… Just like everyone else.

      “El?” Greer’s silver curls pushed into view as the door widened with a subtle squeak. “I know you’re tired, but we’re leaving and I couldn’t go without seeing you first.”

      Leaning my back against the mound of pillows, I pushed into a sitting position. “Zaeth told me. I hadn’t realized it would be so soon.”

      She entered, padding across the intricately tiled floors before sinking into the mound of sheets next to me. “It’s been weeks, El. You’ve been in this room for weeks.”

      The anger in her voice should’ve made me flinch. “I hadn’t noticed.”

      Greer’s eyes narrowed, her nostrils flaring. “That’s my point. You haven’t noticed anything because you’ve been stuck in a never-ending state of self pity. I’m leaving for the Light Kingdom in minutes and you didn’t even bother to see if I was okay.”

      Self pity. Something in my stomach twisted, spurred on by a tinge of guilt at her accusations. “Ryuu wouldn’t let you leave unless he had complete faith in you.”.

      “Ryuu is not my keeper,” she snapped, the crystal blues of her eyes igniting. “He isn’t my anything, apparently. You would know that if you bothered talking to me.”

      I let the silence stretch… Hearing the anger and hurt in her words, but unable to fully feel it. Greer’s eyes filled with unshed tears, her fury alone keeping them at bay.

      “I lost Will, too.”

      My heart squeezed at his name, the sound of it mixed with Greer’s grief wrenching my own to the surface. I bowed forward, as if physically struck, desperately attempting to contain the gnawing pain ripping through me.

      It was too much. I didn’t want this—couldn’t stand it.

      “Go, Greer.” I swallowed, feeling the weight in my stomach grow heavier, but unable to stand the pain. “Leave.”

      Leave me behind. Distance yourself from me. From the destruction I cause to any and all near me.

      “Leave?” she seethed, the venom in her voice another slash against my already eviscerated soul.

      Another reason I wasn’t worthy of this world.

      I didn’t want her to go. I needed her here, needed to know that she would be safe. That there was something left in this world to fight for. But I didn’t know how to say any of that. How to ask for help when everything around me was so broken… When it was all my fault.

      “I needed you—”

      “You needed me?” My voice broke. “What about what I needed?”

      Some of the anger fled from her face, but there was a wariness there I wasn’t used to seeing.

      “I’ve always been different than you,” I confessed. “Than the rest of our family. I’m the odd one. The dark one. But I told myself it was fine. I even managed to use that darkness to our benefit. I learned to hunt, to train. I braved the Western Woods when food was scarce. I sat up through the late hours of the night when there were whispers of attacks in our area—me. I made sure we were protected and fed and safe. Even at the cost of my soul, I’d do it all over again… but I—I failed him. Will is dead because of me—”

      “Stop it,” Greer snapped, pushing to a stand. “You don’t get to take the blame. Veles killed our brother. For some gods-forsaken reason—despite all of the scouting missions and precautions—he was there when we attacked. He is to blame. Not you. For you to take Will’s death on your shoulders…” She shook her head. “It’s selfish, El.”

      My eyes narrowed at the word. “Selfish? You think I’m being selfish?”

      “Yes,” she screamed. “I hurt just as badly as you do. I feel Will’s loss just as much as you do, but we have to keep going.”

      I stared at her, the raging fire in my veins turning to ice.

      We have to keep going.

      “Why?” I asked, voice leached of emotion. I felt it—the coveted numbness creeping back, cocooning me in its frigid embrace. Why should I keep going? What was the point?

      Vengeance, a small voice in my head whispered. I already knew I’d forfeited my right to love and happiness when I slaughtered the creatures in front of the base. When I’d slain humans and Fractured alike at the village.

      Vengeance. If only it were that easy.

      Last time I’d sought vengeance, I’d nearly killed a boy. A boy with blond curls and blue eyes.

      Not Will.

      Greer’s eyes widened, her face going pale, as if she’d only just realized how far I’d strayed from the sister she’d known.

      “What?”

      Swallowing, I turned away from her. She didn’t understand, and I didn’t have the energy to try to explain. Maybe that was a good thing. It was probably the reason she was able to walk and eat and breathe, while I just… existed.

      Sinking back into the throng of sheets and pillows, I drew further into myself. I caught the flash of hurt across her face—of fear. It pierced that place in my chest that used to radiate hope, like a knife embedded in bone.

      Closing my eyes against her disappointment, against the light of day—against life. “Go Greer. Leave me be.”

      I heard the click of the door a moment later, and was left with the echoing silence I’d asked for.
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      I drifted into and out of sleep and when I finally managed enough energy to lift my heavy eyelids, I was met with the awaiting stare of Zaeth.

      “Good afternoon, love. I thought you might be hungry.”

      My stomach gave an audible growl at the sight of the simmering bowl of soup beside him. Various sliced vegetables bathed in a sweet coconut broth, the novel aroma already opening my sinuses as spices danced in the air.

      “I’m not hungry.” My voice cracked with disuse, drowned out by the rumble of my empty stomach.

      Zaeth lifted a brow. “It seems your body disagrees. At least have a sip of the broth. Even some plain rice will suffice.”

      My gaze slid to the lidded container behind the soup as he carried the two toward the table.

      “I insist.”

      Not wanting to argue, I climbed out of the worn sheets, and made my way to the couch. My legs were sore from the lack of movement, but I made it to the cushions as Zaeth placed the soup bowl before me.

      His frown deepened as his gaze snagged on the way my collarbones protruded from beneath my shirt. “You need to eat, love. Even if it’s something simple.”

      The emotion swirling in his gaze surprised me enough that I raised a spoonful of the broth to my mouth. Warm liquid swirled over my tongue, heating my throat as it slid down to settle in my stomach. It was soothing, loosening up my voice. “Did you stop by just to watch me eat?”

      His jaw ticked. “Judging by how loose your clothes have become, that may not be such a bad idea. But no. I came to see if you would like to train. Cress is monitoring the attacks in the north, but something has shifted—almost as if Veles is pulling back. We need to be prepared.”

      Nodding, I brought another spoonful to my mouth, this one a mixture of broth and rice. We sat in silence a few minutes longer as I ate, until my stomach strained against the meager amount of food I’d consumed.

      Setting the spoon down, I leaned against the couch. “What do you think Veles is planning?”

      “We’ll talk more once you’ve had a shower.”

      Zaeth stood before I could protest. The sound of running water trickled through the room a moment later as he returned with the scent of lavender clinging to him.

      I glanced at the barely touched bowl resting on the table as I stood. Drawn more to the familiar comfort the scent of lavender brought, than the promise of cleanliness, I made my way to the shower.

      “I’ll be out here if you need me.”

      A knot formed in my gut at his placating tone. Lifting my chin slightly, I stalked past him. He was worried I wouldn’t be able to shower?

      “I can bathe on my own.”

      “You could’ve fooled me,” Zaeth taunted. “Your hair looks like a flock of birds formed a nest. I wouldn’t be surprised if you found a few hatchlings in there.”

      My fist clenched as I slammed the door, but his words reached me regardless.

      “Look in the mirror if you don’t believe me,” Zaeth called from the other side, and I swore there was a hint of a smile beneath his words.

      I turned another faucet, unleashing scalding hot water from the wall to join the water streaming from the overhead nozzle. Still fuming from his taunt, I shed my clothes, catching my reflection as I did so.

      My hair did, in fact, look like it was a windswept home to birds, or perhaps a cluster of small rodents. But the state of my hair was nothing compared to the rest of me. Ribs protruded from my chest, the flatness of my stomach had lost the toned muscle beneath, and now pulled sharp across my hip bones. My arms and legs had lost their definition, left thin as my strength wasted away… but it was my sunken cheeks and the hollowness of my gaze peering back at me that left me terrified.

      Surpassing a shudder, I turned away from the corpse in the mirror and dipped beneath the pounding, hot stream of water. I scrubbed myself until my skin was red, until every inch of my body was clean. When I finally turned off the water, moisture clung to every surface of the washroom.

      Fresh clothes were on the counter when I exited. Zaeth must have slipped in. It should’ve bothered me—the invasion of privacy—but I was glad he had thought to bring in a change of clothes. I had no idea how long it had been since I donned a fresh set.

      My eyes glanced up at my damp, though still-knotted hair. Flock of birds, indeed.

      Clenching my jaw, I reached for the brush and yanked it through my muted curls again and again until I could run my fingers through them without catching. Slipping on the fresh clothes, I padded back into the room, chin held a little higher.

      Zaeth took me in, his lips twitching in a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Hello, love. It’s good to see you again.”

      I paused, my eyes narrowing at his chipper mood.

      He extended his hand, the small movement coaxing, as he took a step closer. “Care to join me for a walk?”

      I stared at it, knowing if I took it I’d have to leave this room. I’d have to walk the halls, and smell the hint of autumn in the chilly air. I’d be expected to acknowledge people as we passed. To talk. To smile.

      I sighed, the long, empty sound sapping what strength I had left. “I’m tired.”

      Zaeth’s eyes held mine a moment longer, but I looked away before I could see disappointment bloom, and retreated to my bed. The scent of cedar and spice followed close behind me.

      “We are all broken at some point. But in those moments, I need you to remember: As dark as it is now, there will be light again.”

      Tears pricked my eyes, dampening my cheeks as I slipped between the sheets. Zaeth’s warm hands tugged the blankets up for me, even going as far as brushing away a few damp strands of hair from my neck.

      I was too much of a coward to look at him. Too ashamed he would see how far below the surface I had already sank. How dense the darkness had grown. It wasn’t until I heard his retreating footsteps and the subtle click of the door that I registered how clean my sheets were, and how the scent of cedar and spice clung to them.
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      I’d transformed into a thousand prisms reflecting against one another until all that was left was a blissful weightlessness. I was nothing more than a glowing particle, an iridescent wavelength among thousands. Then gravity took hold once more.

      Jarek’s hand grasped mine, steadying me on wobbly legs. “Easy. Luxing can take a while to get used to. Some people hate it, but it makes me feel—”

      “Energized,” I finished, appreciating how the lingering brightness illuminated his flawless features.

      Evander loomed just beyond, tucked into the safety of the trees. “It’s wonderful, isn’t it?” he asked with a grin, greeting me with a hug. “If only we could disrupt the wards without them knowing. Then we could lux in and out without anyone being the wiser.”

      His gaze slid to the castle beyond us.

      The electric charge racing through my bones chilled as I stared up at The Walled City. Alora, home to Sorscha, the Lost Princess and previous fiancée to Ryuu, son of Dragcor, prince of the Air Kingdom.

      Bile singed the back of my throat.

      Ryuu had kept it from me.

      For weeks, I’d studied the habits and mannerisms of his lover. Weeks where I’d pretended to be her, seeking his approval, flirting with him while in character. He’d said nothing—and now I’d be forced to continue this charade under scrutiny of his former lover’s family. My blood boiled.

      “Get all of that rage out now,” Evander warned. “It won’t do around the royals. They’ll be searching for a reason to discredit you. You mustn’t give them one.”

      My eyes flew to Evander’s, a question springing from their depths without words.

      He shook his head. “I didn’t know.”

      “And I didn’t realize that oaf of an air fae would’ve been dense enough to try to hide it from you,” Jarek said. “Or I would have told you myself.”

      Some of the bitterness at the back of my throat eased as I gave a small nod. Pushing Ryuu from my thoughts, I lifted my chin. “Enough of the brute. This has to go flawlessly.”

      “That it does,” Jarek said, stricken eyes focused on the thick silver-blue stone walls surrounding the city. Carefully trimmed roses lined the pristine path leading up to the closed gates. The bursts of color would’ve seemed welcoming if I hadn’t known what monsters lay within.

      “Do you feel it?” Jarek asked.

      Closing my eyes, I reached out, letting my fae affinities feel the air around me, until it brushed against a wall pulsing with energy.

      “It’s strong,” I said, blinking my eyes open. “But there are weak points in its casting.”

      Jarek’s lips twitched. “Perhaps for a cursebreaker. Remember, Sorscha was instructed to be compliant in her beliefs and ruthless in their execution. Very few knew about her change of heart.”

      I swallowed back the wave of jealousy at who had swayed said heart.

      “Avoid the subject if possible,” Jarek continued, “But if her brother and cousin probe, stick with the story. I’ll be waiting in case things go wrong. Should you need rescuing, undo a portion of the wards. I’ll be able to sense it, but send a flare into the sky if you’re under attack.”

      Letting the pulse of energy sweep through me, I committed the feel of the wards encasing Alora to memory, sensing the small imperfections throughout. There were dozens of weak points. Even from here, I’d be able to disable them. Taking a deep breath, I steadied my shaking hands. “I’m ready.”
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      Evander kept pace at my side as we approached the gate. His Legion of the Light uniform granted us an escort of palace guards as soon as we were spotted, but they had yet to allow us entrance.

      “Have you finally found yourself a lady?” A thin fae with weak features and stark white hair sneered. His nose lifted further as he regarded Evander, who stiffened slightly, but I doubted the others noticed. “There was talk of your… preferences. Unnatural in their grounding. I’m glad to see the gossips were wrong.”

      “You’ll hold your tongue in the presence of the princess,” Evander snapped, infusing each syllable with venom.

      The soldiers shared a skeptical look before glancing toward me.

      “Eyes forward,” Evander commanded. “Her protection is worth more than all your pathetic lives put together. Princess Sorscha has returned to us, having defeated the malicious dark fae to free herself from imprisonment.”

      “That’s quite enough, Evander.” I looked down my nose at those surrounding us. “I’ll have their tongues removed as soon as things are settled.”

      The one who’d thought to shame Evander fumbled with his tunic, eyes going wide as we halted before the gates. “I’m sorry, Princess. It’s been so long. I didn’t recognize—”

      “Silence,” I snapped, the word dripping with disgust. “I’ve had enough of your prattle. Take me to my little brother.”

      I glared at the soldier for another moment, calling on all the times I’d witnessed El stare down an opponent bigger than herself. It must’ve worked, because in a blink, the gates were open.

      Lifting my head with the air of a queen, I stepped through the wards, letting the force of it prick my skin. Jets of power seared through my body. My pulse raced, lungs heaving as my vision sharpened. I could feel the call to undo them—to break the unnatural wards surrounding this city. The stones themselves seemed to plead for freedom… Whatever this power was, Pax didn’t like it.

      Slowly, I unrolled each clenched finger, and released the remaining tension on an exhale as I started toward the castle.

      Thank the gods Jarek had forced me to memorize a map of this place. Sorscha wouldn’t have stopped for directions, wouldn’t have waited to be shown in. No, she would have pranced up the pristine white floors and shown herself in. Ignoring the flutters in my stomach, I did just that, leaving Evander to follow close behind as my personal guard.

      A few of the guards stationed along the walls peeled away, dashing ahead. No doubt, they were hurrying to warn the prince. Afterall, his claim to the throne hadn’t been solidified. From what our scouts could gather, the Light King’s death had left a vacancy.

      Prince Declan’s coronation had yet to occur, suggesting that Veles’s hold on the Light Kingdom was stronger than we had thought. It was whispered that he intended to take the throne once his corporal form had regenerated, though I suppose Veles already controlled the people. And what was a crown without the obedience of its subjects?

      Either way, this left a power struggle among the royals—one I intended to exploit.

      The palace was immaculate. White marbled walls stretched in every direction, impeccable in their cleanliness. Flowers were everywhere, ranging from pale pinks to deep mauves, with each blossom perfectly symmetrical, as if they’d been sculpted from stone. Bunches were tucked into the banisters of grand staircases and adoring luxurious planters. Carved diamond-glassed windows sparked with light, nearly as dazzling as the ornate chandeliers hanging overhead. I let the ambiance of grander bolster me as I strutted toward the pair of gilded doors signifying the throne room at the end of the hall, passing the guards without a care.

      Pairs of courtiers gasped as I passed. Though I was careful not to show it, I was exceedingly grateful of Evander following close behind, his hand pressed to the hilt of his sword. I spared only a glance back, meeting his tense stare in a silent nod: We would survive this palace of prettily painted vipers.

      I’d trick and scheme my way through this wicked court. I’d play pretend, doing anything and everything required to discover the location of the spear. I’d become Sorscha—the person who’d captured Ryuu’s heart… the person I feared still owned it. And all of this I would do willingly to see my little brother’s last request fulfilled.

      Evander’s head dipped slightly in agreement to all that lay unsaid between us before I turned, pushing open the looming golden doors. The full skirts of my light blue gown swept out behind me as I entered the throne room, leaving the last vestiges of my morality behind.

      For Will.
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      The sharp laughter in the room came to an abrupt halt as dozens of eyes turned toward me. Courtiers decorated in gowns and jewels expensive enough to feed the entire kingdom lined the large, marbled space. The superfluousness of it caused my stomach to turn, but I willed my breaths to remain even. If this was going to work, I needed to believe I was one of them. I needed to be every bit as entitled, pretentious, and self-obsessed as they were.

      Feel no fear.

      Show no weakness.

      Fixing a lazy smile on my face, I focused my sights on the young fae seated on the gaudy, golden throne. He was carefully reclined, the thick soles of his shoes jutting forward. A sneer stretched across his face, but there was an emptiness behind his eyes—one that reminded me of how El had looked before I’d left.

      A gold crown adorned with brilliant diamonds sat upon his head with sleek, silver hair falling well below his shoulders. Matching gold rings shone upon his fingers, and his soft pink tunic was embroidered with golden filigree. His blue eyes focused on me, narrowing as they noted my ostentatious gown and unflinching gaze.

      Good. He should be worried. Jarek had reinforced time and time again that if I couldn’t get them to respect me, they needed to fear me. Evander remained a step behind me, close enough if I needed him, but still a respectful distance for a personal guard to maintain.

      Here goes nothing.

      “Brother,” I said, lifting a brow as if I were dissatisfied with what sat before me. “It has been too long.”

      Gasps rang through the crowd, several of the nearest courtiers dropping into hasty bows.

      Prince Declan’s pale skin blanched further, but the tall willowy fae sitting beside him stood. “Who dares to speak to the prince in such a manner? Everyone knows my cousin has no sisters among the living.”

      Her words cut through the ringing silence, halting many courtiers mid-bow. The room seemed to hover, paused and poised on the edge of a blade.

      My cousin. Vesna.

      Light green eyes stared down at me as if I were something unsavory stuck to the bottom of her pointed heels. Her light blonde hair was left down, the sleek locks reaching the middle of her back. Her small waist was narrowed further by a light pink corset trimmed in gold lace. Tulle started at her hip, stretching down to her ankles in long swatches, the light fabric doing little to hide her slender legs beneath—a gown fit for a princess.

      Forcing my trembling hands to still, I smiled. “You’ve been misinformed.”

      There was a collective breath from the gawking courtiers. Ignoring the nerves fluttering in my stomach, I forced a grin, wagering that not many fae risked contradicting Vesna.

      Make them fear you. What better way than to take down the current power wielder?

      I let my smile stretch as I walked toward the dais. “Thank you, Vesna, for tending to my brother so… attentively in my absence. As you can imagine, escaping the dark fae has been no easy feat.”

      Prince Declan had yet to move, his face a tightly controlled mask, but Vesna’s bony hand landed on his shoulder in a fierce grip, her nails digging into the fabric of his matching tunic as she tracked my progress throughout the room, noting each and every fae who bowed before me.

      “You expect me to believe you’ve been hiding in the Dark Kingdom for decades and have only now managed to escape?”

      Every eye was trained on us, even the servants had stopped to watch. It was obvious subtlety wasn’t going to work. Mustering the full weight of my courage, I prepared for a battle of words. This kingdom needed to know who was in charge, and I was determined to have Vesna’s arrogance be her downfall.

      “You will address your princess as ‘Your Grace,’ or your tongue shall be removed,” Evander said, as if reading my mind.

      “Yes,” I said with a casual wave of my hand. “In fact, the guards who greeted us were promised such a fate. Evander, see the order carried out once we are done here.”

      He bowed low. “Of course, my princess. It would be my honor.”

      Reveling in the way Vesna’s nostrils flared, I took my time looking around the room. Some of the bolder fae dared a glance up, breaking their bowed state.

      “Did I say you could rise?” I snapped.

      Eyes wide beneath the force of my attention, they fell to their knees. I caught a glimpse of Evander’s smile as the rest of the room followed suit in a rippling effect, until all were on their knees, heads bowed. Only then did I look upon the dais and continue my slow advancement, delighting in how Vesna’s fingers clutched tightly to the prince’s shoulder.

      “Because I am feeling generous, I’ll overlook your insubordination this once, Vesna. But do not let it happen again.”

      Vesna’s chest heaved, but she remained silent. Only the sharp clack of my heels echoed through the room.

      “To show you the extent of my generous nature, I’ll even answer your question. Do I expect you to believe I’ve bested our enemy and have returned?”

      She lifted her chin, daring me to continue. But I could see the cold calculation in her eyes. No, I wouldn’t answer her outright, but I could flip the conversation to suit me.

      Meeting her gaze, I grinned. “I don’t expect you to do anything, dear cousin. As you are well aware, the obligations of the throne are not a burden you’re entrusted to carry.”

      Vesna’s spine stiffened. It looked like it took every ounce of her waning control to not leap from the dais and tackle me.

      “On the contrary,” Vesna said, each word clipped. “Prince Declan has relied on me as his personal adviser for years. A fact you would know had you been here, Your Highness.”

      My stomach twisted as I watched her fingers pry themselves free from Prince Declan’s shoulder, only to move in soothing strokes across his back. He stiffened, lips pressing thin, as she leaned forward, murmuring something into his ear, much too soft for me to hear.

      It looked like she’d been doing more than just advising him. Gross. But as wrong as that was, I needed to stay focused. If I didn’t convince the court I was Sorscha now, I never would.

      Instead, I let a little of my fae affinities bleed through, appreciating how a soft glow crept along my skin. Price Declan’s eyes widened as I ascended the steps, but I let the silence grow until I was directly in front of Vesna.

      “While my little brother may have needed your aid, Cousin, I assure you, I do not.”

      The sharpness of my words had Vesna recoiling, stepping away from the prince’s side. It wasn’t a yield, but the small concession was enough to have the rest of the court follow my lead.

      I dared a glance at the prince, ready for the next round of conflict, but I could’ve sworn I saw his lips twitch around a smile. Interesting. Not wanting to push my luck, I thought it best to continue my introduction in private.

      “Come, Brother. We have much to catch up on.”

      The prince stared at my outstretched hand, his pale blue eyes boring into mine in search of the truth. There was no way I’d forget what my siblings looked like. Not in a hundred years, not in this lifetime. But I had to try to convince Prince Declan I was his long lost sister.

      Feel no fear.

      Show no weakness.

      After what felt like an eternity, he stood. “Of course, Sister. As you say, it has been too long.”

      Evander gave me a small nod of encouragement as the prince linked his arm with mine. Turning our backs on Vesna as we descended the dais, I was pleased to find the court still on their knees—still bowing before me.

      There was a rustle of skirts behind us, no doubt Vesna finding her courage and coming to join. But the prince held a hand up, glancing over his shoulder as we made it to the door.

      “You’re free to do as you wish, Cousin. I’ll find you again when needed.”

      With that, we strode from the room, not bothering to release the fae from their positions on the floor.
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      It felt like an eternity had passed by the time I finally worked up the energy to leave my bed.

      Following the scent of fresh fruit, I rolled over, glancing toward the nightside table. A small, charcoal drawing lay beside the clumps of rounded berries and thin slices of cheese. The thick piece of parchment was torn around the edges, but the set of eyes staring back at me was familiar—It was me, or at least a version of me.

      Scooting closer, I reached for the drawing. My long chestnut curls were left loose, the tips of pointed ears peeking through, and my eyes were staring at something with a striking intensity. It was both longing and desire… like I was staring at something I desperately craved, only to be denied.

      The portrait sparked a flare of curiosity. Whoever had drawn this had spent a lot of time studying me. Intrigue curled in my gut, pushing away the worst of the icy numbness.

      I took a deep breath in, exhaling as I climbed out of bed and into the shower. A level of accomplishment settled over me as I combed away the last of the knots in my hair and secured the damp locks back into a single braid.

      Maybe today was the day I remembered who I was—or learned who I was becoming. Tugging on fresh clothes, I grimaced as the sweats slipped down my hips.

      “I’m glad to see you’re up.”

      I jumped, my hip slamming into the washroom counter.

      “What are you doing? I could have been naked!” I shrieked.

      Zaeth halted at the rebuke, a look of elated surprise splashing across his face. The silence filled the room as I rubbed the sore spot on my hip. It definitely would bruise if I’d been human. I looked up to find a look of wonder in Zaeth’s eyes.

      “What?” I asked, my self-consciousness growing the longer he stayed quiet.

      “You’ve showered and dressed and—and you yelled at me.”

      “Yeah… Well, you shouldn’t walk into people’s bathrooms uninvited. It’s rude.” I turned back to my reflection, meeting his gaze in the mirror.

      His lips twitched. “My apologies, love. But now that I’m here, and you’re no longer catatonic—”

      I shot him a glare.

      “I thought, perhaps, you’d like a tour.”

      A tour. My stomach flipped at the idea.

      Leaving the bathroom, I returned to the living quarters in an attempt to buy some time. The notion of leaving this room was exciting and overwhelming all at once. I could do it… and it would be nice to see something other than these walls…

      I caught my reflection in the glass doors of the balcony, noting the loose t-shirt I’d chosen. My clothes were selected for comfort, but leaving this room would mean I’d need to find something suitable to wear among others.

      And there would be walking.

      And polite greetings.

      And false smiles.

      And it all just sounded so exhausting. I shook my head, veering toward the bed once more.

      “Please, love.”

      The desperation in Zaeth’s voice cut through the growing fog of my mind, tethering me to the present. His hand grasped mine, banishing away the creeping numbness as he spun me into his arms. I lingered there, breathing in his scent, until my breaths returned to normal.

      “Stay with me,” he whispered against my damp hair.

      My heart lurched, the rotting organ resurrecting as his voice washed over me.

      “You are strong, love. Stronger than you know…”

      Something dangerously close to warmth spreaded through my body as he pulled me closer.

      “We all need help sometimes. Let me help you.”

      My chest squeezed, the useless lump of muscle sputtering to life as I met his cinnamon gaze. I licked my dry lips, uncertainty rearing through me.

      His lips twitched, the small movement stretching into a lopsided grin at something he found in my eyes. His thumb grazed my check, lifting a lock of dark hair and tucking it behind my tipped ear.

      “As long as it’s within my power to grant, anything you desire is yours.”

      His vow wrapped itself around me, stitching a few battered pieces of my soul back together. The air in the room changed, the electricity between us growing the longer Zaeth peered down at me.

      “Ouch!” I gasped, my hand flying to my mouth, the pads of my fingers coming away wet.

      “I was wondering when they’d appear again.” Zaeth smiled, his voice sultry and warm. His thumb came to my bottom lip, pressing down just enough to have my mouth open. “There they are. Fangs look good on you, love.”

      I jerked back, gingerly sweeping the planes of my teeth with the tip of my tongue as a subtle flush gathered across my cheeks.

      Zaeth’s low chuckle was predatory. “You’re a dark fae. Fangs appear when we shift for battle… or when we’re aroused.”

      “I am not aroused.”

      He lifted a single brow, his gaze never leaving mine. “Are we preparing for battle?”

      I glared up at him. “How do I make them go away?”

      “If there was a threat, we could neutralize it.” His wicked smile grew as he leaned toward me. “Likewise, if there was a roguishly attractive dark fae king before you, causing your thighs to clench with need, we could… neutralize it.”

      Taking a step back, I folded my arms. “We are not neutralizing anything. Because there is nothing to neutralize. Clearly, my fae brain sees you as an enemy.”

      Zaeth scoffed. “Keep telling yourself that, love.”

      Ignoring the heat building along my cheeks and spooling low in my belly, I pushed past him toward the door. “Wasn’t there a tour you wanted to take me on?”

      “Afraid of what you’d do if left alone with me?” he teased.

      Not bothering to slow my steps, I glanced over my shoulder, catching his smoldering gaze. “Keep telling yourself that, love.”

      A deep chuckle was his only response as we made our way through the winding halls. It wasn’t until we passed through the upper levels that I realized I’d not only left my room, but I’d smiled for the first time in ages.
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      We climbed for what felt like hours. The walls transitioned from earthy browns and moss-covered caverns to window-lined passages, glowing with the bright, early autumn sun. Drafts of crisp air swirled through the halls, bringing with it the scent of open skies and endless possibilities.

      Today was a good day.

      “Here we are.”

      We were outside the Great Library. Zaeth stepped forward, his hands placed on either side of a set of great, gilded doors. Intricate carvings adorned them, with clouds swirling across their expanse, billowing around a central golden sun. The rays reached up to illuminate a phrase spanning the door frame: In libris autem omnia possibilia sunt.

      “In books all things are possible,” Zaeth recited as if reading my thoughts, his eyes dancing with anticipation. “Are you ready?”

      Flutters of anticipation stirred in my stomach. The space beyond these doors contained the largest collection of stories in all of Pax. Amid the endless nights of standing guard while my siblings slept, books had been the one constant in my life. They offered a reprieve from the devastation of the world, a kind place to turn to when so much was out of control.

      On the cold winter nights of those early days, when I’d given the last of the food to Will or my sisters, I would turn to the battered childhood books clustered on the sloped shelf in the twins’ room. The tales of other worlds curbed the hunger pangs enough to get me through the night.

      Books had armed me with the knowledge of countless lifetimes and endless adventures, each one shaping my world as the words cultivated my soul.

      Zaeth couldn’t have known any of this, but as I stood on the precipice of the largest known library, another small piece of my broken heart stitched back together.

      I took a deep breath and met Zaeth’s awaiting gaze. “Ready.”

      With a great thrust, the doors yielded under his hands.

      Light streamed in from the glass-lined walls reaching at least three stories tall, illuminating the golden hues along the shelves and throughout the room—not room. No, this was more akin to a palace than a library, the fixtures throughout the lavish space vastly exceeding the opulence of the throne room.

      I inhaled the scent of parchment and ink, gulping it down like it was the solution to all my problems. Rows and rows of shelves stacked high with books stretched in every direction. Dark green velvet couches clustered around low-set tables, the greens reminiscent of the moss-lined hallways below. Hard highchairs with firm desks stacked with ink pots and quills were positioned near the corners, used mostly for research by the looks of it.

      “It’s beautiful,” I breathed.

      “It’s my second favorite place across the seven kingdoms,” Zaeth said, his smile soft. “Look up.”

      I did as instructed, and was not disappointed. A great mural spanned the domed ceiling, depicting the god and goddess in a tight embrace, their love shimmering with rose-gold and precious stones.

      My mouth popped open. “You would think we were in a palace.”

      His smile was back as Zaeth peered down at me, the hard planes of his jaw shadowed with the hint of a full beard a few days away. Coupled with the excitement simmering in his eyes, Zaeth looked open… healthy and alive—a complete contrast to the way I felt, but, I realized in that moment, that I wanted to feel like that.

      “It is a palace, of sorts. The Air Kingdom prizes knowledge, more so than power. The royal chambers are beneath the library to remind the leaders of this kingdom that a ruler is only as strong as their mind. The throne room we entered upon arrival is beneath that, serving to highlight the importance of self-reflection before glory of the crown.”

      “Wow,” I said, glancing around at the air fae scattered throughout the bright space. “No wonder Ryuu needed a break. That sounds like a lot of pressure.”

      Zaeth laughed, the deep rumble loosening something in my chest. I’d forgotten what happiness sounded like. He led us toward the nearest wall of shelves, strolling leisurely among the colorful spines.

      “Rulers have a lot of pressure—as they should.”

      I glanced up at Zaeth’s somber tone, the hint of joy now lacking in his voice. Zaeth was a king—the Dark King—and he had spent most of the last few months at my side.

      Gnawing my lip, I looked away, focusing instead on the long, vacant row before us. “I suppose so. It would be difficult for anyone to carry the responsibility of a kingdom on their shoulders.”

      His shoulders tugged back slightly, but his footsteps never faltered. “The fate of an entire kingdom is placed in the hands of one being. The chosen ruler needs to feel the weight of that burden. Power too easily corrupts.”

      “And is there not just as much responsibility in forsaking a title of ‘king’ as embracing it?” I asked, lifting a brow.

      “Ryuu could make other arrangements—especially if he thought it was in the best interests of his people.” Zaeth’s eyes flashed to mine, the hard glint doing nothing to dissuade me from probing further.

      “And you? What of your obligations?”

      Zaeth shook his head as he turned down another book-lined passage. “You speak of things you do not understand.”

      “I don’t understand,” I retorted. “You speak of the burden of the crown, of how important it is to shoulder that responsibility appropriately, but you’re not even in your own kingdom.”

      He rounded on me. “Have you ever thought that my absence may not be by choice?”

      The ferocity of his words and the hard sheen of pain in his eyes brought me up short. I blinked. “What?”

      “My people don’t want me as their ruler.” His face contorted in a grimace as he forced the words out.

      “Why?”

      Zaeth’s cinnamon eyes fixed on mine. “Are you really so surprised? You know what I am. You said it yourself that I’m nothing more than a killer.”

      I grimaced. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      He shrugged. “It’s how you felt—how you feel.”

      Swallowing, I forced myself to meet his gaze. “We both know I wasn’t talking about you when I said those things.”

      The hard angles of his scowl softened. “Being a dark fae doesn’t make you a killer, love.”

      “But it does,” I said, searching his eyes. Because it had to. “You said it was normal. The bloodlust…”

      “It means you’re blessed by the Dark God. We’re just better at war than others. We can enjoy the surge of power that comes from battle, but, like other kingdoms, most dark fae want peace.”

      He lifted a hand to brush back one of my chestnut curls, but I flinched away. Even among beasts, I was a monster.

      “Blessed? You would call this a blessing?” I hissed, grateful we’d wandered down a vacant row of books. “I’m not blessed. I’m—I’m cursed. I’m a plague to everyone around me.” The bite of tears pricked my eyes, but I ground my teeth together, desperately trying to keep them from falling.

      “No,” Zaeth breathed, stepping closer.

      Shaking my head, my anger flared as I felt dampness coat my cheeks. “Tell me, King. What good did the Dark God’s blessing bring? Nothing. Veles still reigns. Countless humans across Pax are slain, my own brother among them.”

      A sob erupted from my chest, pulling with it my confession. “Will trusted me to keep him safe. And I did nothing.”

      My stomach churned as bile singed the back of my throat, but Zaeth’s strong hands came around me, stopping me from fleeing.

      “No, love. You avenged him. As soon as your powers were released, you enacted justice.”

      “It’s not enough,” I breathed. “Will is dead. Killing his murderers didn’t change that.”

      “No, it didn’t,” he said with a sad acceptance.

      I shook my head, swiping angrily at tears as the serrated blade of guilt ripped through me. “Death begets death. I am nothing more than its tool—another reaper unleashed on the world.”

      Zaeth’s cinnamon eyes burned into mine. “Death has its uses.”

      A retort rose to my lips, but I couldn’t find the energy to speak it. An overwhelming fatigue settled over me, buckling my knees with its weight, but Zaeth’s arms swooped underneath before I could hit the floor.

      He whispered soothing words against my brow as he flitted from the library, only stopping to open my bedroom door.

      Soft, clean sheets and a recently fluffed pillow surrounded me. Zaeth slipped off my shoes before helping me beneath the blankets.

      “A tray of food will be sent up. I’ll be back tomorrow morning.”

      His hand swept the hair from my brow, his lips pressing a chaste kiss.

      I felt the warmth of him receding, and something in my chest lurched with the thought of being alone.

      “Don’t go,” I whispered into my pillow, too much of a coward to face the denial in his eyes.

      I waited while the silence stretched, until—finally—the soft sounds of shoes being removed echoed in the air, the bed dipping with Zaeth’s body a moment later. He slid his arms around me, tucking me in close against his chest.

      My fingers curled along his forearms, entwining myself further as quiet tears tracked down my cheeks. We stayed like that, him holding me through the worst of it. After a time, my breathing slowed, matching his. I let the rhythm of our bodies find each other, my chest rising and falling as his did, until sleep claimed me.
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      Prince Declan led me from the throne room, past the throng of kneeling nobles, and through the rose-lined, open halls of the palace. While marble floors stretched in every direction, the airy space was interrupted only by thin, gilded railings adorned with fresh blossoms, and small, diamond shaped windows.

      We walked in silence, the prince looking past all who stopped to bow their heads. It wasn’t until he pushed through a pair of golden doors and out into the bright autumn sun that he spoke.

      “Leave us,” he commanded, body rigid as the flanking members of his guard gave a curt nod before fleeing.

      I lifted a brow, but he chose to avoid my gaze, focusing instead on the grounds. Manicured rose bushes were trimmed into various swirling designs, the soft pink blossoms nearly the same shade as the prince’s tunic. His long silver hair gleamed as a gentle wind stirred. Our footsteps were loud despite the smooth pathways and I couldn’t help but wonder if this was a test of wills. If it was, I refused to break first.

      After nearly half an hour of walking, Prince Declan finally spoke. “What are your intentions, Sister? I must admit, your presence is startling, to say the least.”

      A tight smile pulled at my lips at the not-so-subtle inflection around his use of the word ‘sister’. The prince was tall, nearly a head taller than me, but I lifted my chin and drew my shoulders back. I needed to impart as little information as possible—keep it simple—while giving enough to placate him. Don’t elaborate.

      “I can imagine the shock you must feel at my sudden return. As you know, the dark fae aren’t an easy enemy to overcome.”

      A silver-blond brow arched in my direction, his pale blue eyes locking with mine for the first time as we turned down yet another swirl of rose bushes. “Yes. They have proven quite the obstacle in our plans for Pax.”

      “Ours?” I asked, curious if he would confirm the rumors of Veles’s intent to claim the throne.

      His lips twitched, but he continued as if he hadn't heard my question. “Tell me, Sister, where were you held?”

      “The north.”

      “I assumed as much. No particular location?”

      Something close to amusement glimmered in his eyes as my heart thudded, but I forced my breaths to remain even. “Just south of the Shadowlands, I believe. It wasn’t like they took me on a tour while I was a prisoner.”

      “No?”

      The mocking edge to his question had my palms sweating. “No.”

      His malicious smile grew.

      “Father knew you would return. He always said you were the jewel of the family. The diamond among raw, untempered lumps of coal. Tell me, Sister. Did you hear of his passing? Did you mourn his death?”

      His footsteps slowed as we turned up a gradual incline. The outline of a thick, stone wall looming before us.

      Father, as in the fae king possessed by Veles—the one Ryuu had slain.

      “Yes, I heard of his passing. It was a heavy blow.”

      The satisfied gleam flashing in the prince’s eyes had me questioning my answer.

      “It was tragic,” he responded, but his tone said it was anything but.

      Prince Declan’s hand swept out before him as he pushed open the thin, gilded gate set among towering pale stones. “After you.”

      A prickling sensation hovered in the air, like an electric hum that stretched over the entrance. Wards. My feet halted midstep. I didn’t know what type these were. All I could see was another garden nestled within the stone walls, but the wards could hide anything—test anything. And if they were bound by blood, allowing only those of the crown to pass through…

      Swallowing against the dryness in my throat, I placed my foot slowly back on the ground. “I think I’ve had enough walking for the day. I wish to be shown to my rooms.”

      A harsh laugh sounded just behind me, causing me to jump. “Don’t be silly, Sister. Your rooms are right through here.”

      The flat of his palm shoved between my shoulder blades, the thrust too quick to avoid. I stumbled forward, passing through the electric pricking of the wards and into the garden beyond—only this wasn’t another garden. At least, not one of flowers.

      Low, agonized wails filled the air, blending with groans of pain, and shrieks of terror. The well-trimmed roses visible from beyond the wards were gone, replaced by torturous barbs and dark vines snaking over domed structures—like oversized, warped bird cages. Thorns jutted between the twisted metal, leaving the occupants no chance to avoid their poison.

      So many of them were occupied.

      I blinked, looking beyond the emaciated shapes—beyond the dark leaves coated in blood, beyond the soiled, rotting clothes—to the beings beneath: fae. Rows and rows of captured fae stretched before me, most hovering on the verge of death, some already finding it. All were plagued by the garden around them, surrounded by vicious, painful barbs.

      “Gods,” I breathed, my stomach turning at the scent of decomposing flesh and festering wounds. It clashed with the sickly sweet smell arising from the toxic blossoms, creating a nauseating blend of life and death.

      “Yes, Vesna has gotten a bit carried away.’’

      I spun, mentally chiding myself for forgetting the danger that lay behind me. My hands glowed with power, stretching over me in an impenetrable shield.

      His eyes zeroed in on my palms, tracking the moving light coating my skin, but his composed, placating smile never faltered. “Is our cousin’s garden not to your liking?”

      He waved a pale hand toward the walls, his tone casual as he strolled along the path past me, leaving his back exposed—leaving himself vulnerable. Was this a trick? Or maybe my cover really wasn’t blown?

      Shaking myself, I focused on recovering control of my fear, on slowing my breaths, and adjusting my mindset to that of Princess Sorscha. But, gods, could I really act like those suffering before me deserved their fate?

      My eyes landed upon the earth fae in the nearest cage, lingering on a pair of vacant hazel eyes, forever looking upon the walls of her prison. Her dark skin was still smooth, her belly still flat. The bloat that ravaged decomposing corpses hadn’t started yet. Death must have only just claimed her.

      “Do you not enjoy the decor?” Prince Declan questioned with a taunting edge.

      I needed to present the mask of the cold, cruel Light Princess… But I couldn’t look away from those hazel eyes. Images of the horror this young girl must have suffered flashed through my mind, and it was everything I could do not to scream.

      Chest heaving, I took a step back. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t pretend to be so detached—so heartless—all under the guise of righteous persecution.

      But the prince was waiting, no doubt itching for a reason to add me to the collection of trapped souls.

      More importantly, El and Lannie, and the ghost of my three dead brothers, were waiting for me—depending on me—to end atrocities such as these once and for all.

      I forced a deep breath as I stared at the body, closing my eyes to picture Vesna and Veles in its place. Concentrating, I crafted what I hoped was a malicious smile, vile enough to pass the prince’s test. Opening my eyes, I met his waiting gaze.

      “What’s not to enjoy?” I asked, proud of how strong my voice sounded. Sickened by how convincing it was.

      He lifted a brow, that knowing smirk of his firmly in place as he waited for me to join his side with an outstretched arm. Ignoring the thundering of my heart and the fear-tinged rage surging through my veins, I linked my arm through his.

      Acting as if this were just another rose-filled garden, I lifted my chin and steeled myself against the cries of pain begging for their lives to end.

      “I’m glad Vesna was here to keep you company in my absence.”

      I could’ve sworn Prince Declan’s spine stiffened, just a hair, but the moment passed before I could be sure.

      “Yes. I’ve been quite fortunate. Though I suppose with your return, there will be little need of her counsel.”

      It was my turn to quirk a brow in his direction. Perhaps the two of them were not as close as I’d come to believe. “Would you part with her so easily?”

      His face stayed carefully neutral, but I felt tension coil across his shoulders. He guided us away from the cage-lined walkway and toward a set of doors. “Make no mistake, Vesna won’t take kindly to your return. She’s gathered many followers these past years—all of whom would love to see her personal garden expanded across the seven kingdoms. The attacks on our outer provinces have silenced even the loudest of lords calling for an end to the royals, but Vesna keeps the garden as a warning. Any who go against her, even light fae, will end up in a cage beside the beasts of this world.”

      My stomach twisted at his use of the word ‘beasts’ but I somehow managed to keep my expression neutral. Jarek had been right. Vesna had dug her talons deep into the power of the light royals. I wondered if her influence extended to Veles and the brothers. Best to be gone from this place before I was forced to discover that answer.

      “You’re the prince. I’d hope your power would exceed her own.”

      “It’s true that I remain our father’s heir—the smarter sex favored over age, as you know—but Vesna has procured powerful allies. I suggest you let your claim to the throne remain just that: A claim. I’ve handled her on my own for over a century.”

      My blood ran cold. Was he speaking of Veles? But what could Prince Declan possibly have to gain by warning me?

      He glanced behind us as we passed through to the chilled interior of a hallway. I turned, following his line of sight. Gold metal gleamed in the sun, thin bars clanging as a new cage was hoisted over a particularly nasty looking plant in line with the others.

      “Careful, Sister. It seems Vesna has her sights set on a new pet.”
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      The dimly lit chamber was cold, and the bit of metal along my wrists unforgiving. Chains rattled in the darkness as I strained against the cuffs suspending me.

      “Hello?” I called, my voice echoing in the silence.

      A trickle of fear ran down my spine as a brush of cold wind blew along the nap of my neck.

      “You could have joined me,” a low voice rumbled, his breath fanning the crest of my ear.

      I shrieked, jerking away, but my toes barely skimmed the ground.

      His hand grasped the end of my braid, jerking my head back. The tip of his nose stretched up my neck as he inhaled, releasing a groan. “You smell like power, little phoenix. I would have made an exception for you, would have allowed you to become my queen despite the taint of your dark fae lineage. Your mother’s blood would have sufficed, had you not turned from me.”

      The hand gripping my hair tightened as a second came to clasp my jaw, forcing my head to turn toward him. Wilted roses and burnt sugar scented the room, nearly gagging me with its potency.

      “Veles,” I snarled, letting my yearning for vengeance surge to the forefront.

      But nothing came.

      I was human. Helpless.

      “Such a shame,” he tsked. “All of your suffering has been for nothing. This was for nothing.”

      And then he was gone, body disintegrating into smoke.

      Darkness descended, the silence deafening.

      All I could feel was the pain in my wrists, the sting of the icy coldness surrounding me. He’d left me here to rot, caged and forgotten by the world above. But as soon as I had thought this prison was eternal, a light appeared in front of me, illuminating a small boy with silver-blond curls.

      “Will!” I screamed. His bowed head jerked up, searching for me. “You need to get out of here. Veles—he’ll be back.”

      His eyes and body were still cast in shadow, but my brother’s head coked to the side. The movement was more animal than human—the sharp angle of his neck too exaggerated.

      “Will?” I asked, voice meek as I fought against the flare of dread surging through my veins.

      Faster than my human eyes could track, Will flitted across the room, until his small form appeared before me.

      “What’s wrong, Ellie?” It was Will’s voice, but his eyes were black, his skin a sickly gray color. His face flashed, alternating from boyish concern to a malicious grin. “Can’t live with yourself knowing you did this to me? Knowing you will fail and my death will have meant nothing.”

      A scarlet stain spread from the center of his chest, wrenching a cry from me. Will laughed as I screamed, the vibrations of the perverse noise causing blood to gush quicker, the stain deepening.

      

      “El!” Zaeth’s frantic voice reached me, shattering the macabre scene. “Wake up, love.”

      I bolted up, chest heaving as I searched the space around me. My shirt was damp, a slick sheen of sweat across my brow, but there were no chains along my wrists. No Will in the darkness.

      “It’s okay,” Zaeth said, the warmth of his palm coming to the small of my back. He moved slowly, careful not to startle me. “Whatever you saw, it wasn’t real.”

      My eyes found him tangled up in the sheet beside me. He wore the same clothes as yesterday, minus his shirt. Brands covered the hard planes of his chest, stretching down his arms and up over his shoulders. His dark hair was mussed with sleep, but his gaze was sharp.

      “You stayed?” I asked in a small voice.

      Cinnamon eyes searched mine. “I would stay every night if you asked.”

      The earnestness of his words rocked through me, unleashing a new wave of cries as I leaned into him. Zaeth’s arms came around me, holding me tight against his chest as I cried.

      “It was Veles,” I breathed through the whimpers. “Only this time he wielded Will’s form against me—taunting me with how his death was for nothing.”

      Zaeth stiffened. “A nightmare—nothing more. We will win this war.”

      I wanted to believe him, but it felt so real. Closing my eyes against the horrors plaguing me, I curled into Zaeth and rested my head along the crook of his arm. His fingers threaded through mine before bringing our hands to his chest. It was intimate and kind and some of the walls I had constructed to keep others out crumbled further for him.

      “Thank you for staying.”

      “Always,” Zaeth breathed, turning his chin until it rested along the top of my head. “Sleep, love. I’m not going anywhere.”
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      The thrum of a heartbeat sounded beneath my ear as the soft rays of the morning sun streamed through the window. Blinking the sleep from my eyes, I saw the dark brands of Zaeth’s chest taper into the vee just before the waistband of his pants. The masculine scent of cedar and spice coated me like a second skin, and I could feel the heavy weight of Zaeth’s arm around the small of my waist.

      Closing my eyes again, I allowed myself to feel the peace of this moment. The safety Zaeth’s presence offered.

      I drifted back to sleep, only waking when Zaeth shifted from beneath me.

      “Your stomach was growling in your sleep,” Zaeth whispered, his lips lifting at the edges. “I’ll be back with food.”

      He brushed a curl from my face, the pad of his thumb tracing the curve of my cheek before he flitted from the room. My heart fluttered as my cheek burned from his touch. Zaeth had stayed. Even after all of the terrible things I’d said and done, he held me, letting me fall apart while somehow managing to make me feel a little less broken.

      I used the time to shower and dress, combing through my hair until I was pleased with my appearance. My stomach growled when he returned with a fresh tray of food. He allowed me time to pick over the plump berries, slightly tart with the changing seasons, while showing me a map of our temporary home.

      “This is the path we took yesterday,” he pointed out as we started our walk through the halls. “Our path today takes us along the west side of the mountain before ascending. I thought you would like the change.”

      My legs ached by the time we reached the gilded doors, only half-an-hour longer than yesterday. I groaned, realizing just how out of shape I was—how detached from the world around me I had become.

      “Ready?” Zaeth called, allowing me a chance to brace before entering the crowded space.

      “Yes,” I heard myself say as I stepped across the threshold. Because I was ready. It was time I returned to the harsh reality awaiting me.

      Terrible things had happened. Things I couldn’t change. All I could do was focus on my next step.

      And discover a way to make Veles pay.
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      Each day Zaeth appeared before my door, taunting and teasing me until I agreed to go to the library with him. I hadn’t asked him to stay since that night and he hadn’t offered, but things had changed between us. There was an unspoken understanding, a quiet comfort that occurred when I was in his presence—A flash of color in an otherwise gray world.

      It had only been two weeks, but I felt my body hardening as our slow walks turned into competitive runs, recovering much quicker than a human body would have.

      Zaeth won each time, knowing the halls better than I did, but I was getting quicker, more used to my fae affinities. Initially, my limbs had ached from the extra exertion, but I’d started to enjoy the familiar burn along my thighs that flitting through the palace brought. We still hadn’t discovered any prophecies of note, and with only a handful of scrolls left, it was starting to look like we would have to forgo these halls and venture north.

      Still, I couldn’t help the hum of excitement buzzing through me as I tied my shoes, now well accustomed to wearing my training gear each time we raced. Sometimes it would take us less than half-an-hour, but most days Zaeth set a course nearly triple that.

      Securing my hair in a braid, I turned toward Zaeth. He was leaning against the doorframe, his hair slightly tussled. The scruff along his jaw remained, growing into the shadow of a well-maintained beard, and I realized I liked the look of it. It added an extra layer of intrigue to the Dark King, one that promised danger. I wondered how the scruff would feel against my lips...

      “We could always stay in, love,” Zaeth purred. “I know of a few ways to have your body trembling from exertion.”

      Willing the blush to fade from my cheeks, I met Zaeth’s cinnamon gaze. “Are we doing the passage by the cliffs today? I’m ready for the area with the footholds.”

      He smirked, clearly noting the flush to my skin, but letting it drop. “If you think you can keep up.” His roguish smile taunted as he pushed off the doorframe. “I won’t take it easy on you. You got lucky yesterday.”

      I snorted, moving into the hallway beside him. “Luck had nothing to do with it. I beat you. And all of this,” I said, gesturing toward him with a grin. “Your bruised ego and feelings of insecurity? You’d better get used to it. Because I won’t be taking it easy on you.”

      Deep laughter rumbled around me as Zaeth’s grin widened. “Is that so? I applaud you for being clever enough to discover that shortcut, but this is a different route.”

      Glancing over his shoulder at the map I’d come to know well, I studied the course outlined today. Looking up at him beneath thick lashes, I leaned in. The familiar scent of cedar and spice empowering me.

      “I have my ways,” I said. “Don’t underestimate me.”

      His eyes dropped to my mouth, the burning attraction in his gaze deepening into smoldering desire. “What ways would those be, love?”

      I bit my lip, the subtle movement pulling him closer. Allowing a sultry smile to grow, I leaned forward until the heat of our breaths mingled in a tantalizing caress. A moment before sealing the kiss, I pushed off him with a smirk, rushing down the hall and up the stairs in a flash. I glanced back once before rounding the corner, catching Zaeth’s predatory stare.

      “Run fast, love, or the wolf will get you.”

      His words stirred a warmth low in my belly, propelling me faster as I sprinted for the library. We flitted along the halls, startling fae and humans as we went. Curses and reprimands followed us, but nothing could touch the elated feeling of freedom in those moments.

      I felt, more than heard, Zaeth closing in as we rounded another corner. The gilded double doors of the library loomed ahead, light from the expansive windows dancing along their carved, golden surfaces.

      “Run, run, little lamb,” Zaeth purred, sending another surge of heat through me.

      Glancing over to meet the playful gleam in his eyes, I held his gaze. “There are no lambs here. Only monsters—and this monster intends to win.”

      A surprised smile graced Zaeth’s face as my words washed over him, the break in concentration giving me the chance to pull ahead. My legs burned and my chest heaved, but I willed my body to move faster. Zaeth redoubled his efforts, but I launched myself forward, hand outstretched.

      The door was pulled open right before my fingers made contact, sending me toppling into a bewildered librarian. She scrambled to gather her books, her irritated rant interrupted only by Zaeth’s loud snort of poorly stifled laughter.

      “Watch where you’re going,” the librarian chided. “Today is bad enough with the ruckus the others are making outside, but now I have to worry about walking down the hall?” Her soft brown wings bristled as she snatched up the last of her books from my outstretched hand.

      “I’m sorry,” I muttered, trying and failing to ignore Zaeth’s bemused smirk as he watched from the hallway. “I didn’t see you.”

      “Clearly,” she snapped. With a quick turn of her heel, she stormed past Zaeth, shooting him a glare sharp enough to cause his spine to straighten.

      Our eyes locked in the silence stretching after her retreat.

      “That was embarrassing,” I said as we made our way inside. “I doubt she’ll be as inclined to hunt for those prophecies the next time we need her help.”

      “It’s a good thing we’re nearly finished,” Zaeth said, his attention drawn toward the joyous shrieks and gleeful taunts echoing from the open windows on the far side of the library.

      My brows furrowed as I studied the large expanse of open skies. “Won’t the elements affect the texts?”

      “There are protection spells and wards in place,” Zaeth said. With an intrigued tilt of his head, Zaeth led us to the edge, peering into the valley beyond.

      Gentle gusts carried fae through the air, their wings dipping and tilting with the winds. The more adventurous fae joined a cluster of small dragons diving between two particularly tall mountain peaks. Waxy, green wings streaked with golden veins, reminiscent of overgrown leaves, whirled through the air, the dragons carried high into the clouds as the wind whipped through the tight canyon walls.

      Boisterous squeaks sounded from the beautiful beasts, relaying their own reckless abandon. Colors ranged from forest green to burnt sienna, each of them the size of a small horse. Unlike their nearly extinct, deadly brothers of the north, these dragons seemed playful—friendly, even.

      “Will would have loved this,” I breathed, surprised when the prick of tears didn’t come.

      Zaeth stilled, his gaze fixed on the carefree scene before us. “I’m sorry I didn’t do more.”

      My eyes snapped to his, wide with surprise. “I don’t blame you.”

      His jaw ticked, but his gaze stayed carefully fixed on the sky.

      With a deep breath, I reached for his hand. “What’s it like? To fly?”

      I felt him stiffen, cautiously looking around us, but his fingers closed around mine a moment later. “It’s freedom. Peace. To drift among the clouds, dipping and swirling with the wind—there’s nothing but the warmth of the sun heating your skin and the infinite air beneath your wings. All of your worries—your fears and doubts—they all melt away.”

      A soft smile tilted my lips as my eyes found his cinnamon gaze. “You sound like you miss it.”

      He shrugged in response, but his hand never left mine. “Maybe, once we’ve left the Air Kingdom, I’ll show you.”

      “No, thank you.” I laughed. “The idea of being carried hundreds of feet above the ground and relying solely on another being to keep me alive does not sound appealing.”

      A playful glint sparkled in his eyes. “Careful, love. That almost sounded like you don’t trust me to keep you safe.”

      My lips twitched as I looked up at him beneath dark lashes. “Should I, Dark King?”

      Heat pooled low in my belly as I watched his eyes dilate at his title. The tips of his fangs peeked out beneath a tantalizing smirk as he regarded me; my own longing growing as the soft hint of rings flared to life in his eyes.

      “No, love,” Zaeth said, his voice deep. “With the things I’m thinking about doing to you, you most certainly are not safe.”
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            LANNIE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ahmya ensured Ser and I met up with her for a few hours a week to review wedding plans. She fully intended to be ‘bound and gowned’ by the end of the year. Her dreams of having a Yule wedding left only a few months for planning, but the forced time away from the infirmary was a much needed reprieve.

      Soter frequented the base the most, filling in the gaps on things that weren't safe to write in a letter. He updated us on all that had transpired in the Air Kingdom, including Greer’s and Evander’s plans to infiltrate the Light Kingdom. It had been hard to hear, but I understood the gravity of the situation: Veles and his brothers were destroying this world. Finding and reuniting the three pieces of the spear were vital to our survival. Greer and Evander had probably already left—were probably already risking their lives.

      Glancing over at Ser’s slumbering form, I brushed back a copper lock of hair, allowing my fingers to linger on the curve of her cheek, tracing the edge of the scar running down. She was beautiful all of the time, but I liked the calmness that came with sleep. There was no trepidation, no fear in her eyes—only peace.

      We had hardly touched, but at night we would allow our bodies to hold each other, the worries of the day forgotten as long as we were near one another.

      My finger ran along the edge of the raised scar, skimming the edge of her pale pink lips. I wondered what it would feel like to press mine against them. I wondered if she would taste like her favorite tea—chamomile and honey.

      Disentangling myself, I slipped from our bed and got dressed before making my way to the infirmary. The sun had only just risen, but I knew there would be work to do. Naz had sent word she would be accompanying Soter today, and wished for an update on the state of the base. Alarik had insisted this include me, seeing as how a great deal of our resources were being put toward supplies for the infirmary.

      My responsibilities pertaining to the base clashed with thoughts of my sisters, both weighing heavily on my mind. It felt like I was doing nothing and everything all at once.

      With a heavy sigh, I turned the hall, following the clamor of patients. Pushing through the door of the infirmary, I started making rounds before Alarik and the others arrived. The healers I’d been training had everything well in hand, but there were a few more difficult patients who required my attention.

      After adjusting tonics, applying salves, and bandaging wounds, I turned toward the last patient, satisfied to see the sleeping draught had worked. There was a nasty laceration up the top of her thigh which required extensive sutures.

      “We’ve done our best with what we have, but we can’t keep up.” Alarik’s voice came from the doorway. Glancing up, I saw he wasn’t alone. Naz was trailing behind him, her tight, dark curls pulled back in a band along the nape of her neck. Soter joined a moment later. The earth fae’s hair was cropped close to his dark skin, highlighting the thick ram horns arching back over his head. His golden eyes swept through the infirmary, Naz’s doing the same, both looking over the rows of filled beds.

      “Another attack?” Naz asked, surveying the crowded cots around us.

      “Yes,” Alarik answered. “The third this week.”

      I tried to block them out while I focused on suturing the long wound before me, but things had seemed a lot louder lately. It had to be my latent fae affinities starting to surface. I wished they would manifest already.

      Pouring a tonic along the wound, I glanced up at the injured fae. This would ensure she had some pain relief when the sleep draught wanned. I’d only drafted this potion last week, but it prevented infections, prompted healing, and also numbed raw, open wounds. With the number of improved cases, it had quickly joined my top healing brews for all soldiers to carry, joining the ranks of the somnus antidote.

      Once everything was sterilized, I got to work on the sutures.

      “At this point,” Alarik continued, “all of the smaller villages have been relocated.”

      “Which may prove fatal for us,” Soter muttered. “Veles has been content in demoralizing us. We’ve suffered losses, but haven’t lost a large city. With the smaller, unarmed towns now removed from the board, he may retreat, or…”

      “Or press his advantage,” Naz finished.

      I finished the last of the sutures. After placing the bandage, and shedding my gown and gloves, I joined the others. “We can’t handle any more injured.”

      Alarik drew in a sharp breath, his eyes darting around the filled room. His concerns were written across his face, plain as day. The base was overwhelmed and undersupplied. And not just in the infirmary. “No, we can’t.”

      Soter looked to Naz, his golden eyes staring intently, before settling on Alarik. “I suggest caution while traveling, General.”

      “Thank you for your concern, Soter,” Alarik said, the conversation halting as we left the infirmary and retreated to the vacant lab.

      “Can you spare more of your army?” Alarik pressed. “The occupants of Neith have reported surges in activity at their gate, in addition to strange occurrences within. I’d hope to make the journey soon, but with the villages across the Borderlands being hit almost daily…”

      “You’re low on resources,” Naz finished.

      “Yes,” I answered. “A trip to Neith would not only be to ensure its people were safe, but also to deliver a fresh batch of the somnus antidote. Despite running low in basic necessities, I've been able to make enough of the somnus antidote to distribute.”

      Naz’s lips tugged down in a frown. “I’ll send another dozen fae to guard the base in your absence. The somnus antidote is a priority.”

      “Is that wise?” Soter’s deep voice rang. “We’re being hit with attacks all along our southern border.”

      “They’ve quieted for the time being,” Naz answered.

      “Only to rise again,” countered Soter. “You said yourself, Veles is only pulling back now to strike harder.”

      “Soon,” Naz agreed. “But not currently. Alarik will be given a dozen warriors for the next fortnight. Will that do?”

      Soter’s lips thinned but his chin dipped in a nod at the same time Alarik agreed.

      “Thank you,” Alarik muttered. “I know there’s a lot of uncertainty right now, but your support keeps the people of this city safe.”

      Some of the hostility etched across Soter’s dark brow softened. His gaze bounced to shelves lined with supplies, before landing on Alarik. “You’re treating fae in addition to humans?”

      “Any who seek protection from Veles and his army.”

      “Good,” Naz said. “Jarek’s keeping me updated on Greer and Evander. They were able to make it into the Walled City. Ryuu has insisted on waiting along the tree line just beyond the capitol in case they send a distress signal, despite Jarek poised to intervene.”

      “I can’t say I’m not happy to have him near,” I said. “How is El doing?”

      “Elara is progressing,” Naz sighed. “Zaeth is checking in on her daily.”

      Alarik pulled in a deep breath. “Training?”

      “Of sorts. She’s been helping Zaeth sort through prophecies, searching for any leads on the spear pieces. They are nearly done with the archives of The Great Library and will soon need to turn their attention north.”

      I exhaled, letting her words relieve some of the guilt I carried about not joining my sisters.

      “Rest assured, your sister is in good hands.” Naz offered a kind smile before her and Soter turned from the room. “We will update Vidarr on the soldiers, General.”

      Alarik nodded as they left, before his eyes found mine. “She hasn’t written?”

      I shook my head. “El has never been good at discussing her emotions. She’s more of the stab-first-talk-never kind of person.”

      Alarik grimaced, running a hand through his hair. “Yeah… I’m starting to understand that.”

      For the first time in a while, I really looked at Alarik. The last few months had aged him. His hair was a few inches longer, messier than before, and he had allowed a scruffy beard to grow. His shoulders looked a little broader, his arms more defined, with thick veins snaking up his forearms.

      With a sigh, I lifted a tentative hand to gently pat his shoulder. “The El you knew was the real El.”

      He lifted a brow.

      “It was. There was just this other part of her you didn’t see. The two versions of her aren’t mutually exclusive. You offered her the first feeling of safety since before our parents died. She was going to be softer around you because she was able to be, but that doesn’t mean the harsher parts of her went away.”

      “I know.” Alarik sighed. “It’s hard, but I’m starting to understand we were never meant to be anything other than a chapter in each other’s stories.”

      “What a chapter it was, huh?”

      Alarik snorted. “Gods, that’s the truth. I can’t help but wonder if it was the goddess’s plan all along. How else would we’ve gotten through Veles’s attacks without fae intervention?”

      I shrugged.

      “Speaking of which, I want to take Healer Grant with us to Neith.”

      “He’s not up for it,” I said, shaking my head.

      “Exactly why I want to take him,” Alarik insisted. “You’ve tried everything and he’s still weakening.”

      “His condition isn’t something that can be fixed. His heart is failing.”

      “Regardless, maybe Neith’s fae healers know of something.”

      Ignoring the hit to my pride, I considered his idea. “Perhaps,” I allowed. “You’d have to ask if he’s up to traveling. I’d prefer him in a wagon rather than horseback, but can’t see him agreeing to that.”

      “He insisted on his own horse.”

      Crossing my arms, I glared at Alarik. “You’ve already asked him?”

      Alarik’s lips quirked, stretching into a sheepish smile. “He said I’d better clear it with you.”

      “It’s worth a try,” I said, realizing Alarik was right. Neith was a fool’s hope, but it was hope nonetheless. “But he needs to ride with you.”

      A smile split across Alarik’s face. “Thanks Lannie. The men need hope right now. What better way than to save the man who has saved so many of their lives?”

      Alarik dashed from the room before I could say another word.

      Hope—that’s what he intended to obtain from this trip.

      Hope.

      But hope was elusive, shifting like the winds of a storm. True hope needed to be organic. Pure. It wasn’t something you could demand. Something you could arrange.

      Ignoring the unease twisting my gut, I reached for a fresh gown and made my way back to the infirmary.
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      A soft rapping against the door startled me awake. I’d spent every evening of the last two weeks scouring the Library of Light. Unfortunately, our search had proved futile. Avoiding Vesna and Declan during the day only added to my fatigued state.

      Evander insisted we’d still have plenty of time to investigate where the light fae may have hidden their piece of the spear, but I had a feeling the court might prove more difficult to navigate than we’d thought. I’d managed to hold Vesna at arm’s length thus far by offering the tired excuse of suffering nightmares from my time in the Dark Kingdom—a weakness she was only too happy to exploit. We both knew she didn’t believe me, but she was content to continue her reign beside Prince Declan while raking my reputation through the coals.

      Gentle knocking sounded again.

      Silk sheets pooled in my lap as I sat up, my head still groggy with sleep. My mind had refused to quiet last night after discovering Vesna had captured another fae—an earth fae who had thought to marry a light fae. He was the newest addition to her warped garden, one consisting of any who disregarded her horrific notions of fae purity. I had caught only a glimpse as the guards dragged him through the halls, showing off the patch of blood-covered scalp where his horns had once been, but it was enough to have my blood boiling.

      Living here, seeing these atrocities—it was worse than anything I could’ve prepared for. Jarek had warned me, Ryuu too, but hearing it and seeing it—feeling it—were two completely different things.

      Pushing from the bed, I padded toward the door, my hand stilling above the ornate, golden handle as I glanced down. I was clad only in a short, silk nightgown. The thin, light-blue material left very little to the imagination and I had no doubt my silver-blonde curls were in a state of disarray, but the sound of knuckles-on-wood echoed again.

      What would Sorscha do? The thought lashed through me.

      Taking a steadying breath, I reminded myself for what felt like the hundredth time, that this court didn’t remember Sorscha, at least not as she would’ve been in her fae form. This court—the one made up of Vesna, and Prince Declan, and the arrogant aristocracy—this court would be mine.

      Lifting my nose, I secured a look of disdain and flung open the door.

      “Who dares to wake their princess?”

      A little over the top, but it would get the job done.

      Rather than a sneering Vesna or simpering royal, a servant girl cowered before me. The servants within the castle were made up of a variety of fae, any who were foolish enough to live within the Light Kingdom. This one was an air fae. Her dark curls were pulled into a tight, clean knot at the back of her neck, and small tawny-colored wings hung heavy over her bowed shoulders. Her wings were matted and stained with dark rust-colored lacerations and crisscrossing scars—more scar tissue than feathers. Tilted brows pinched together over hazel eyes, which quickly dropped my gaze.

      “I’m sorry, Your Grace. Prince Declan sent me to prepare you. He said he’s given you the last two weeks to acclimate yourself, but that you are expected in the throne room to see to your duties.”

      Her shoulders hunched further, her wings tightening as if she could banish them from sight through sheer will alone.

      Biting my tongue against the apology yearning to break free, I turned, sweeping back into my room and waiting for her to follow. Prince Declan had sent her. Was this a test?

      “Prepare me for what?”

      I could hear her footsteps hesitate on the threshold, and then shuffle hurriedly after me. “For daily discussions with the royals and their kin.”

      “The courtiers?” I asked, moving to straighten the covers of the bed before I realized no princess would think of tidying her own sheets. “What could they possibly have to talk about every day?”

      The clatter of my armoire opening drew my attention. The servant paused with a wash of peony-pink material wrapped over her arm as she met my questioning stare.

      I bit my lip. Gods, I was terrible at being Sorscha.

      “It was once a time for the ruling family to meet with the people,” she said, her voice so soft I nearly didn’t hear her. “They would listen to their concerns and work together to decide on solutions that benefited everyone. But the walls have been closed since the storm, and now…”

      “And now, with the courtiers estranged from their people, they have little else to discuss.” Lifting a brow I took a slow step forward, hating the way she flinched from me. “Have you ever thought of a life outside the palace?”

      She busied herself with fanning out the many layers of tulle on the dress. “Lady Vesna and Prince Declan closed the walls to keep us safe. They have kept the worst of Pax’s struggles from us.”

      I took another slow step closer, not wanting to frighten her. From here, I could see the silver sheen of scars running along her wings—exactly where Ryuu’s golden barbs would’ve been. They must have removed them—all of them. The process would’ve been torture, like extracting bones from a human. It was a wonder she survived… many would have preferred death.

      “The prince may have kept his royals safe,” I said softly, barely containing the rage and sorrow warring within me at what had been done to her, “but his kindness seems to be limited to a select few.”

      Her hands stilled over the gown, her eyes flying up to meet mine.

      Inwardly cursing, I cleared my throat and stepped back. “As you can imagine, decades spent surrounded by the savage dark fae have left me a little out of sorts. Do you know what will be expected of me?”

      The tension in her shoulders eased as she helped me into a chemise before starting on the corset. “Of course, Your Grace. My apologies. They meet every morning for tea and cakes in the throne room. Fresh pastries and roasted strips of meat are brought out. After that, they remain until lunch with refreshments circulating, which typically include a light, bubbly wine and small bite-sized tarts.” She paused, gnawing her bottom lip as she searched for something more to say. “Truth be told, I’m not sure what goes on beyond what is served. I’m not allowed to attend, but I can inquire…”

      Fear tinted her words as her voice trailed off.

      “That won’t be necessary.” I tilted my head, meeting her gaze over my shoulder. “What’s your name?”

      Her cheeks flamed. My stomach twisted. Another miss-step on my part. How was I ever going to survive this?

      She drew the corset tight, my rounded figure at odds with the petite bodice of the material. Another sharp jerk pulled a gasp from my lips.

      “Sorry, Your Grace. I found the largest one I could. Her Lady Vesna had gowns above her size destroyed some years ago,” she rambled. “Those who require a larger size are forced to request a panel extension in front of the court.”

      My mouth dropped open. “They have to publicly request a larger size?”

      She shrank back, her eyes fixating on the floor with a nod. “Yes, Your Grace. Lady Vesna decreed it so. Light fae are expected to maintain slim figures. ‘If one cannot manage their own stomachs, how are they to manage a kingdom?’ She’s repeated the mantra numerous times, but none of us knew of Your Grace’s current state—”

      “My current state of what, exactly?” I asked with more bite than intended.

      Her light brown skin leached of color. “I beg your pardon, Your Grace. I meant no disrespect. In my kingdom, women blessed with bodies such as yours are sought after. It’s believed to be a sign of fertility—”

      “That is quite enough.” I sighed, letting go of any anger I felt toward the poor girl. She was unfiltered and nervous, but nothing about her hinted at malice. By avoiding the courtly meetings, I’d inadvertently also avoided having to dress the part. Free-flowing garments were acceptable for routine life, but a corset was required when sitting beside the prince—a point, it seemed, Vesna wished to exploit. “Though, I still wish to know your name.”

      She swallowed, unable to meet gaze. “Farren.”

      “Well, Farren, do you know how to sew?’

      Her questioning gaze finally met mine. “Of course, Your Grace.”

      “Good.” I smiled, my eyes bouncing to the open armoire and the yards of gaudy fabric pouring out. “We have work to do.”
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      Thank the gods I brought my own undergarments. Farren was a skilled sewer, but even she wouldn’t have been able to make the necessary adjustments to contain my bust. All of the dresses were at least two sizes too small, but with some quick changes, I was clad in a gown that was sure to make a statement.

      My thoughts proved correct when we stopped outside Evander’s rooms just down the hall. The door swung open a second after Farren announced my presence, revealing a fully clothed and alert Evander.

      He wore an off-white tunic, lined with golden filigree and matching buttons, paired with a set of dark pants and immaculately polished boots. The emblem of the Light Kingdom was embroidered along the left chest pocket—a variation of the Legion of Light’s uniform. His sword was holstered along his hip, but he’d chosen to keep a full quiver and wrist guard in place. Fitting, as he was to remain at my side.

      Evander’s eyes searched the hall before bouncing to Farren and then settling on me. “I know you prefer your privacy, Your Grace, but I must insist you have a guard with you at all times. You are newly returned to court, and there are many who would benefit from your… displacement.”

      Farren shrank back, head bowed at the steel in his voice.

      “I’m aware of your concerns,” I said, glaring at him as I glanced over to Farren’s hunched form, her shoulders so rounded she might as well have been bowing.

      Evander shot me a glare in return as if to say, ‘We can’t trust anyone. Be smart.’

      With a sigh, I stepped back, allowing him to join us in the hall before we started toward the throne room.

      “Though, I suppose you’ve got a point,” I said, slowing so that Farren was sure to overhear and report back to Prince Declan. Evander had been held at a distance, his room just down the hall, but his coming and going was monitored. “It would be prudent to have you relocated to the first room of the princess’s suites. Privacy will be maintained for both of us, while also increasing my security.”

      “Agreed,” Evander said, his eyes flitting over my outfit as we left the princess’s private wing of the castle—my wing. His lips twitched. “Is that a new dress?”

      I met his glimmering gaze, matching his mirth with my own. “Yes. It turns out Farren is a very talented seamstress.”

      Farren stiffened but kept her eyes ahead as we turned the corner, bringing us into view of a set of guards. Their eyes widened, jaws dropping, until Evander shot them a glare.

      “As you were,” he called as we strolled past. He lifted a brow in my direction, dropping his voice. “I knew blending in wouldn’t work for you, but do you really think this is the best approach? You’re turning heads just walking down the hall.”

      “I think this is the only approach left to us,” I muttered back.

      Farren whispered a ‘good-bye’ as we entered the main hallway, leaving Evander and I alone—the two of us felines in a room full of hungry wolves.

      I let my smile grow as we entered the open courtyard before the throne room. Courtiers gawked as my heels clacked on the marbled flours. Everywhere we passed, conversations halted.

      Good.

      This court needed to understand I wasn’t Vesna. Jarek had warned me to keep my head down, Ryuu seconding his advice. I needed to be strong enough to maintain my position, while also being quiet enough to blend into the background. But if my morning with Farren had done anything, it had confirmed that I would never blend in here. I’d be watched and judged and mocked regardless of my actions. So, why not do things my way?

      I stood tall as I stepped through the same doors I’d entered two weeks prior. But today was different. I was no longer pretending. Now, I was determined to believe my lie.

      This court was vicious, embodying everything Veles and his twisted brothers stood for. They thought me soft—tender and weak. It was time to show them just how lethal I could be.
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      Zaeth took us deeper into the mountain today. We wandered until we arrived at an alcove of sorts, with enclosed rooms stretching out before us. Zaeth gestured to the first, its door left ajar.

      A caress of power trickled over my skin as I entered. A low-set table spanned the center of the room with a variety of cataloging tools along the far walls piled high with parchment and various vials filled with multicolored ink. This deep within the mountain, there were no windows, leaving only candlelight to see by. It should’ve felt restrictive, but rather than a pressure of enclosure, the space offered respite. A comforting little nook.

      “Each room is crafted with a soundproof spell.”

      I spun at the inflection coating Zaeth’s words, meeting his mischievous gaze.

      “Any sound the inhabitants make would be nulled by the wards.”

      Zaeth took a step closer, and I felt a coil of desire at the apex of my thighs. A flush rose to my cheeks as Zaeth closed the distance between us, his fingers brushing back a loose curl.

      “Sound completely and utterly concealed while remaining in plain sight.”

      The heat of his breath fanned the shell of my ear, sending my heart into a flutter. His fingers chased the shiver, working their way down my spine with swirling patterns. The gentle touch caused me to arc into him, my fangs responding.

      The ghost of a smile grazed his lips as he pulled back only enough to meet my eyes. “Care to test its limits?”

      I let my eyes dip to his mouth, lingering just a moment longer than I should before pushing him away. “You’re shameless. Did you not just explain how the air fae view this as a sacred place?”

      Zaeth’s lips twitched. He hovered a second longer before pulling back with a shrug. “It was worth a try.”

      “‘A try’,” I scoffed, laughing despite myself. “As if I would give into you.”

      He lifted a brow, his grin stretching. “Many have succumbed to the allure of the Dark King.”

      “Yes,” I said, the laughter bubbling in my chest dying. “I’m sure they have.”

      Zaeth’s spine stiffened. “I only meant—”

      “I do not need an explanation,” I said, cutting him off as I brushed past him to the table, my words clipped despite my best efforts at a neutral tone. A spike of something dangerously close to jealousy surfaced, but I shoved it down. Swallowing, I schooled my features into a mask of indifference as I turned. “Why are we here?”

      Zaeth’s piercing, cinnamon gaze studied me, simmering with calculation. I leaned against the table, palms braced on the edge as I stared back at him, refusing to blink. Finally, he broke.

      “These are all the remaining records that may give us insight as to where to find the spear.” Zaeth stepped toward the far wall, gesturing to the middle shelves stacked with various texts, loose parchment, and scrolls. “Ryuu, Cress, and I have been through the rest.”

      “And?” I prompted as he tugged a long, yellowed stack of parchment free.

      “And, we’ve discovered very little. There are a few renditions of the prophecy your mother kept hidden, though. As well as why she might have bound you and your siblings.” Zaeth glanced up at me beneath thick lashes, as though weighing how I might respond.

      I swallowed, trying and failing to control the racing of my heart. Letting my gaze drop to the scraps of scared text in his hand, I somehow managed to speak in a calm, controlled manner. “I can’t imagine a reason to lie to your children their entire lives while also stripping them of a core part of who they were.”

      “If what we’ve found is the truth,” Zaeth said, “She may very well have been justified in her actions.”

      “Really?” I scoffed, though I couldn’t deny I was intrigued despite myself.

      I wanted to believe there was a reason for what she had done… a reason why my mother would keep us from a life of fae abilities that would have made survival far less precarious. But more than anything, I wanted to understand how the mother of my memories—the one who was loving and honest, the one who had put the happiness of her children above everything else in this world—could be the same one to trap half of who we were… forever. There was no way she would have sacrificed her fae essence so fully if she had intended our bindings to break. No, she had planned to raise us as mortals. Despite countless hours of thought, I couldn’t figure out why.

      “Really, love.” Zaeth seemed to read the emotions flitting across my face as clearly as if I’d written them down.

      He set the stack in his hand on the wide, wooden table, carefully sorting through the uneven pile until he found what he was looking for. The page was painted with wide swatches of color beneath intricately placed designs.

      My eyes widened as I recognized the image. It was twin to the carving along the mantle in the small room I’d discovered in the base, but this picture was rich in color and crafted in far more detail. A phoenix stretched one side, its purple flames blazing along its back and wings, both with deep, ebony undertones. A forest-green dragon was placed opposite it, the scales seeming to shimmer with an iridescent light radiating from within. Tears pricked my eyes as my gaze traveled up to the outstretched wings of the raven, shown in scarlet, the exact shade of blood. Gilded lotus flowers clustered beneath, the four sides linking together. A blending of a sun and a moon sat in the center.

      “This was the symbol of a hidden faction who believed the goddess’s prophecies were not meant to be stopped, but seen to fruition,” Zaeth said, his voice gentle. “We think your mother may have been a part of it. Or at least she was, until she realized her children were at the heart of the prophecy foretelling Pax’s end. That’s probably the point at which she placed the binding spell in an attempt to circumvent the inevitable outcome.”

      My eyes flew to his, afraid of the truth I’d see reflected back at me. The mantel had felt familiar before, but the phoenix… I swallowed, forcing my gaze down. The pads of my fingers reached out, tracing the curve of the blazing creature—the exact depiction of the one burned along my spine.

      Unable to stop the tremor in my voice, I forced the question out. “What does it mean?”

      Zaeth’s hand covered mine, the warmth stoking a spark within my chest. “We’re not sure. I’ve known since before my mother’s death that I was the Dark Phoenix. She had much to lose by admitting to it, and I can’t see her doing so without being absolutely sure.”

      Zaeth was convinced he was the Dark Phoenix—his wings proved it. After Will’s death, so much had happened. I let myself believe my brand was a coincidence, something to be acknowledged and then forgotten… So why did I have this sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach that the phoenix brand meant so much more than Zaeth and I realized?

      Zaeth’s fingers threaded through mine, slow at first, but when I curled my hand around his, our palms flush, any hesitation vanished.

      “You and I are connected.” Zaeth’s other hand rose, trailing a gentle path up my arm. “I’m not sure how, but I can feel it… I can feel you.”

      Electric pulses were left in the wake of his touch, his fingers caressing the tender flesh of my neck. A shiver worked through my body as he brought our clasped hands to his chest, shifting until my palm was flat against his heart. It beat in time with my own, the cadence of his pulse jumping as my eyes flicked up to meet his.

      “You’re the strongest dark fae I’ve met, the power coming from you rivaling my own. I think maybe that’s why I feel you so fully. Why I’m drawn to you.” His cinnamon eyes searched mine, his thumb trailing up my jaw to trace the curve of my cheek. In a voice so soft I nearly missed it, Zaeth spoke. “I don’t know why the goddess would condemn you to share what little time remains of my brutal life. The gods know I’ve done nothing to deserve you.”

      A memory of us standing before Will’s funeral pyre rose to the surface. Zaeth had told me he was destined to die—whether from his enemies or at the hands of Ryuu, once the power of the Dark Phoenix consumed him. A power that was sure to be needed in our fight against Veles and his brothers.

      I swallowed, wanting to say something—anything—to lessen the burden of that truth, but no words came. Zaeth would die. He was sure of it.

      And I… I was somehow involved in this—in his destiny. The thought should horrify me, but my body hummed with anticipation. This was a course, a path I could start down. And someone to walk it with. My heart stuttered and I swore I felt the mirror of it thud against Zaeth’s chest.

      His lips twitched as the pad of his thumb dragged down my lip. “One thing is certain: You were made for me, love.”

      I sucked in a breath, holding his gaze. Waiting for… What? For him to pull away? For him to step closer? To feel the warmth of his hands on more than just my face, my arms, my back. My eyes dipped to the tips of his fangs peeking out beneath his lopsided grin.

      I wondered if he tasted as wonderful as he smelled—like cedar and spice and power. Like endless possibilities without consequences. Like reckless abandon.

      Like freedom.

      “Maybe you have it wrong,” I whispered against his thumb, dragging my gaze up as his hand fell away. “Maybe you were made for me.”

      His lips quirked up as he leaned forward.

      And then froze.

      I blinked, brows furrowing at the distant look on his face. “Zaeth?”

      His eyes widened as he stepped back, taking the warmth of his body with him. Turning back toward the shelves, he pulled free a black leather-bound journal.

      “Zaeth? What is it?”

      “What you said, about me being made for you.” His eyes were fixed on the flipping pages. “That may not be far from the truth.”

      “I was trying to be alluring. Obviously, I need to work on my flirting.”

      Zaeth’s eyes glimmered with amusement as his fingers stilled. “You were actually doing quite well, love, but I thought you’d want to see this.”

      He spun the journal to face me, the binding cracking as he pressed the cover flat against the table. “I’ve been making notes on anything of importance. Most relate to the Warriors of Vita.”

      “Warriors of Vita?”

      “Yes, the secret society your mother was a part of. The ones who believed the goddess and wanted her prophecies to come true.”

      “You really think my mother was some type of warrior and then just decided to give everything up?”

      “Yes, but that’s not what I want to show you right now.” Zaeth tapped the open face of his personal notes. “There have been a few references to a ‘merging’ or ‘blending’ of powers. Normally, it’s when the brothers are being discussed, but there’ve been a few instances of the terms being applied to the phoenix, dragon, and lotus.”

      The page contained nothing but Zaeth’s hasty scrawl and a decent depiction of the phoenix from the Warriors’ crest. He tapped the page, eyes narrowing as he stared down at his notes. “It’s a stretch, but there may be something here.”

      The silence lengthened.

      “How could we possibly ‘merge’?” I asked, my cheeks flaring a bright red as soon as the words were out. The stain only deepened as I met his wicked grin.

      “I’d be more than happy to demonstrate all the ways that is possible—”

      “Zaeth,” I said, crossing my arms despite what I’d contemplated doing to him only moments ago.

      His look shifted into something bordering on feral, and it took everything in my power to ignore the pooling of heat between my thighs.

      “Another time, love,” Zaeth said, letting the pages drift shut as his full focus returned to me. “When I fuck you, I want everyone to hear the way you scream my name.”

      I swallowed, thighs clenching around his words.

      “This…” he said, his fingers burning along my spine, “suggests we are destined. That our powers are matched.”

      My back arched beneath his touch, my breasts brushing against his chest. Gods, did I want him. I didn’t care that we were in a library.

      Zaeth’s breath fanned my ear, his fingers tangling in the loose curls at the nape of my neck. He tugged, just enough to pull a gasp from my throat.

      “When I fuck you, love, I plan to taste every inch of you…”

      He pressed a kiss along my throat, his fangs grazing the place just over my thrumming pulse.

      “To brand your soul with my touch…”

      Another kiss found the angle of my jaw, the tender flesh of my ear.

      “And when that day comes—because it will come—I will be sure to fuck you so thoroughly, that you will be ruined for any other.”
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      My rose-colored heels clapped loudly against the marbled floors as I stalked past gawking courtiers toward the throne with Evander in tow. Prince Declan’s eyes widened for the briefest of moments as the others fell silent before his features schooled in a mask of cool indifference.

      Vesna couldn’t say the same. Her mouth hung wide open, shock and rage rolling through her pale eyes as she took in the state of my dress. My smile widened under her scrutiny. Gods, it felt great to see her lose control, her tight-lipped fake-as-fuck smile forgotten.

      Under my guidance, Farren had stripped yards of blush tulle from the over-inflated silhouette of the ballgown originally chosen for me. I’d left the skirts long, concealing the dragon brand along my thigh, but I couldn’t help but feel empowered by the new look.

      The sheer fabric was repurposed to cup my breasts, formed and sewn into cups anchored by a swatch of white satin beneath. White lace ran up my shoulders, securing my bust in intricate straps. But Farren’s greatest accomplishment was the corset. Shaving edges and combining panels, it now dipped low over my stomach, tapering into a rose-colored point, before swelling high around the arch of my hips. Ivory ties crisscrossed in front and back, giving the effect of a tight-laced corset without actually restricting my breathing.

      It was scandalous, and I wielded the attention like a blade.

      Sparing a sanguine smile for Vesna, I drank in the thick silence as I ascended the final steps, standing before Prince Declan with an expectant air.

      “Vesna,” the prince said, tilting his head toward her while keeping his eyes fixed on me. “I believe my sister requires your seat.”

      His words pulled a collective gasp from the room as he forced Vesna to yield to my unspoken command, moving her from the smaller throne. There was nothing in his eyes to hint at anything other than careful neutrality, but I swore I caught a gleam in his eyes as Vesna’s teeth ground together.

      I waited until everyone in the room was kneeling—because I could—before finally settling myself upon the dais. The throne that had bowed to Veles, I reminded myself. There was no place for kindness here.

      “You may rise,” I said, voice strong and low. Once the rustle of skirts quieted, I continued. “What concerns are vital enough to be brought before your rulers?”

      A few of the courtiers nearest shifted uncomfortably at my clipped tone, but it was Vesna who answered, forced to stand now that Prince Declan had taken her seat.

      “Though all of your grievances are worthy of attention,” she said, gesturing toward the watching courtiers, “I’m afraid I have a matter of the utmost importance.”

      Not lacking an inclination for drama, Vesna stepped in front of the dais, drawing the full attention of the room.

      “Guards, bring her in.”

      The doors opened, six guards thundering forward at her command. If there had been any doubt about the Light Kingdom’s involvement with Veles, it was gone now. Pale, decaying skin peeked out beneath the Light Kingdom’s golden armor. Ink black eyes peered up at Vesna with reverence, although she clung to her disgusted sneer. These guards were clearly Fractured—the minions of Veles himself—and it seemed that all here were familiar with their presence. I only hoped their master was otherwise occupied.

      The Fractured parted, revealing a half-dragged, broken body curled in on itself.

      I risked a glance toward Evander. His jaw was clenched, hand poised over the hilt of his sword, but his eyes spoke volumes. This was a test, one that could topple the flimsy story we’d built with a single word. A single glance of compassion.

      Blood surged through my veins, but I forced my gaze to remain cool and detached.

      “What is the meaning of this, Vesna?” My voice was calm, bored even. “Surely, we have better things to do than attend to your… pet.”

      The form in the center of the room moved, her head lifting. Pointed ears peeked out from long, brown hair matted with dried blood. Her bottom lip was split and swollen, revealing the hint of fangs—a dark fae. She was bruised and bloodied, but the fire burning in her eyes revealed she was far from broken.

      She pushed up, managing to get her knees beneath her. It cost her, that small movement, pulling a strangled gasp from her lips. The metallic scent in the air thickened as the dark stain along her torso widened.

      I blinked, my eyes narrowing on the wound. The entire front of her shift was saturated with blood. Far more blood than should’ve been possible. From everything I’d learned with Lannie, this woman was already dead.

      “This,” spat Vesna, only a few steps away from the tortured fae, “is not worthy of one of my cages. She was found near our northern border with a light fae under her control.”

      “My husband,” the woman rasped.

      “Silence,” Vesna commanded, taking a step toward the dying fae. “A light fae would never consent to being bound to a creature like you. He was bewitched, forced to comply with your twisted whims. It was unfortunate we couldn’t save him, but your claws were embedded too deep.”

      “You killed him,” she snarled, the sound forcing another wash of blood to surge from the wound.

      “No, leech. You killed him. The moment you married him.” Vesna turned, sweeping her arms out to the awaiting crowd. “You see how she seeks to blame us for her debauchery?”

      The courtiers sneered, causing Vesna’s lips to lift into a savage smile. My fingers clenched the arms of the throne, my knuckles going white from the force it took to keep my rage in check. I swallowed just as Vesna turned her serpentine gaze to mine.

      “Your Grace,” she cooed, her voice deceptively soft. “Being that you only just escaped the throngs of the vile north, I knew you would want to be the one to enact justice.”

      The room went still as all eyes turned to me.

      I inhaled deeply, slowly, forcing myself to keep my expression neutral, to not flinch from her viper-like glare. She knew I wasn’t Sorscha—knew I hadn’t fought off the dark fae. And now she expected me to falter before this court.

      To expose myself by refusing the whims of her wicked court.

      I focused on releasing my grip from the throne, training my gaze on the dark fae as I descended each step, until I stood before the bleeding woman. Her breathing had quickened, her skin leeched of color as each beat of her heart forced more blood from her severed vessels. A sickly sheen had broken out across her brow, tears streaking down worn paths of her stained cheeks. But her eyes blazed.

      Vesna jerked her chin toward one of the Fractured, and it scrambled forward, offering a garish blade, hilt first.

      “Your Grace?” Vesna asked, false concern dripping from the title.

      Before I could issue a retort, Evander was there, his blade drawn. The royals tensed as the Fractured spun the weaponed that had been offered for me moments before—not quite lifting it, but the threat was clear.

      Evander’s shoulders were tense as he stood before the throne room, glaring at Vesna. But he turned his head, focusing his attention on the figure still seated on the dais.

      “Prince Declan, as Princess Sorscha’s personal guard, I request your leave to take care of the filth before us. Her Grace has undergone enough torment at the hands of the dark fae.”

      “If she truly suffered at the hands of the north,” Vesna interjected. “Ridding the world of another would be rewarding. Surely, Her Grace is eager to show the court the skills she used to escape.”

      The silence stretched, but my eyes didn’t waver from the fae before me. Her rich, honey brown gaze flickered with uncertainty, glancing from Vesna, to Evander, and then landing on me. She studied my striking dress, so at odds with the others, snagging on the low-cut bodice before focusing on the flickering of my wild pulse thrumming along my neck. On the way I swallowed, barely managing to keep the beginnings of panic from showing.

      Her eyes narrowed and then widened, seeming to unravel the truth of me. Her chin dipped ever-so slightly—a nod of understanding—before her fingers loosened the dressing on her abdomen. I watched as the stain across her bodice deepened with fresh waves of blood. As the dusty-rose color of her lips turned to ash.

      Nobody else noticed, too focused on the prince’s ruling to pay the dying fae any mind. The aristocracy watched the scene, like hungry vultures circling wounded prey. A collective inhalation rang through the room as Prince Declan lifted a hand.

      “I commend you, soldier, for seeking to protect Her Grace from further pain, but I must agree with Lady Vesna. Certain matters may only be put to rest by those in power if that power is to be maintained.”

      Bile burned my throat at his decree, the sour taste causing my stomach to turn as the Fractured moved to offer his blade once more. Evander faced me, eyes blazing, but I didn’t need to see the warning within his gaze.

      As if in a trance, I accepted the curved dagger, unable to prevent my hand from shaking as I reached for it.

      Feel no fear.

      Show no weakness.

      Evander stepped back as the Fractured scattered, vanishing to the sidelines with the others at Vesna’s grating command.

      A few more clicks of my heels and the edge of my pale-pink gown brushed the pool of blood around the dark fae’s knees.

      She lifted her head, her eyes soft as they met mine despite the sneer twisting her features.

      “Do your worst, princess. Veles will fail. The wild fae live, protected by the goddess. Free from tyranny.”

      A wet, hacking cough bubbled in her chest, and she doubled over. Hand braced on the marbled floors, she lifted her head enough to spit toward Vesna. Crimson stains splattered across her bone-white shoes, eliciting an ear-splitting screech from the prince’s cousin.

      “You heard the foul lies she speaks,” Vesna hissed through clenched teeth. “Kill her. Kill her and be done with it.”

      Steeling my resolve, I knelt in the growing pool around the fae, letting the warmth of her blood seep into my gown—letting it coat my skin, branding my soul with what I was about to do.

      I had killed fae and Fractured alike on the battlefield when they cornered Ryuu. I had felt the spray of guts and grime on my face as I fought to reach him, but this was different.

      This was an innocent, caught in the middle of a war she wanted no part of.

      “Do your worst,” she said with flecks of blood coating her chin, but this time it sounded almost like a plea.

      I stared into her eyes, focusing on the honey-colored irises that once must have been bright—full of optimism and hope. Full of the promise of life, before she was thrust into the harsh realities of life.

      Barely managing to contain the bile searing the back of my throat, I held her fierce gaze.

      And plunged the danger into her chest.
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      “Good morning, kitten,” Jarek said, sliding into the seat next to me with a plate containing two fresh, flaky pastries.

      My heart squeezed. It was something Greer would’ve made, though I had no doubt she would have drizzled dark chocolate over the top and added a large side of sugared raspberries.

      I glanced at the window, anticipating Ryuu barreling in at any moment. “I’m surprised to see you in the Air Kingdom. Shouldn’t you be guarding my sister?”

      “Don’t get me started on that,” he said, rolling his storm-gray eyes at my lifted brow. “Prince Ryuu demanded he could handle things. I think he needed some time alone, but I'll be returning shortly.”

      “Is Greer all right?”

      “Fine, fine,” Jarek waved away my concerns, taking his time chewing a large bite of pastry before continuing. “We are only starting week three. We knew the likelihood of finding the spear in a fortnight was slim.”

      “Have there been any reports of danger, anything to hint at distress?” I pressed, accepting the second pastry Jarek slid my way.

      He took a sip from a steaming mug—coffee, black, if the bitter, rich smell was correct. “None, but Ryuu still insists on hovering. You should have heard the argument he and his father had.”

      “King Dragcor doesn’t seem like the type of person used to not getting his way,” I said, biting into the buttery crust. “But Ryuu has been gone for months at Zaeth’s side. What’s a few more days in the Light Kingdom?”

      Jarek huffed a laugh, but it sounded forced. “Ryuu left without the king’s approval. He should be focused on finding a wife and creating heirs—two things Ryuu has vowed never to do.”

      I lifted a brow, taking my time chewing. I may have been absent the last few weeks, but even I knew Greer was still set on having Ryuu. Despite her bold personality, she craved connection. She was charismatic and flirty and fun, but at her core, she yearned for a meaningful relationship—one that would grow into a lifelong partnership. I doubted her plan had anticipated falling for a wayward air fae prince, but here we were.

      Jarek finished his coffee with a sigh. “And since that brute of a fae insists on staying just outside the walls of Alora, King Dragcor demands I do as well. Naz and Soter are dealing with their own power struggle in the Dark Kingdom, so prophecy research will fall to you and Zaeth. Speaking of which, I need to get back to Ryuu’s side. Would you mind filling in for me today? It’s a little early, but would you be willing to meet with Zaeth to sort through the last of prophecies?”

      “Sure,” I said, my thoughts drifting to Zaeth’s words from last night’s research. I will be sure to fuck you so thoroughly, you will be ruined for any other. He’d then pressed one annoyingly chaste kiss to my forehead before pulling the rest of the scrolls from the shelves.

      I felt the absence of his touch more than I thought I would, thinking of him long after the sun had set. At least the worst of my cravings had cooled. I still yearned or blood, and gods knew Zaeth had a way to awakening the lustful aspect of my dark fae affinities, but there had been no urges to slaughter entire villages. I’d been able to return to a relatively neutral daily routine.

      Maybe that was why Zaeth had stopped. He had flirted and taunted, but up until last night, I hadn’t given him anything in return. I hadn’t been able to share any of the remaining pieces of my heart… Not after Will.

      But last night felt different. The phoenix brand running down the length of my spine was a link to Zaeth—one that I hadn’t wanted to look too closely at.

      “Wonderful. I’ll escort you to his rooms.”

      “Wait,” I called, jolting back to the present as Jarek pushed away from the table. “What’s happening with Naz and Soter in the Dark Kingdom?”

      Hurrying to catch up, I reached Jarek as he pushed open the doors, a blast of chilly, fall air greeting us as we stepped from the heated breakfast hall and into the open walkways.

      “The same thing that has been happening for the past century,” he explained. “As Zaeth’s mentioned, he’s the rightful Dark King, but has chosen to forgo his responsibilities due to questions about his parentage, not that he needed to. He is King. His people may not like him, but they fear him enough to comply. At least, for now.”

      “His parentage?” I asked, glancing around to assure we were alone. “I thought he abandoned his kingdom because he was the Dark Phoenix.”

      Jarek’s confident stride stumbled, gaze darting to me. “He didn’t explain about his mother?”

      “No,” I said, eyes narrowing. “He told me she knew he was the Dark Phoenix, that the truth of it cost her greatly.”

      “Right.” Jarek cleared his throat, picking up his pace to avoid my scrutinizing gaze. “Naz is acting queen until Zaeth reclaims his crown, but there are those who are tired of waiting. Though the two of them have no living relatives, a weak and very distant claim has presented itself in the last year. I doubt he would have gotten much traction, but Silas’s impressive wealth and sizable army have many of the royals considering him.”

      An image of a tall fae warrior with tight black curls and dark skin surfaced in my mind. Naz had led the dark fae army at Neith. She was high in Zaeth’s ranks—above even Soter, Jarek, and Ryuu—but queen?

      “Why is Naz acting as queen? If there’s a rebellion taking place, Zaeth should be there putting an end to it,” I said, chasing after Jarek as we turned deeper into the mountain.

      “My thoughts exactly,” Jarek said, halting before a set of large double-doors and issuing a knock. “Zaeth has confidence in his sister, but I would still feel better putting an end to Silas ourselves.”

      “Wait,” I said, eyes widening. “Naz is Zaeth’s sister?”

      Jarek’s mouth pulled into a tight smile. “Did Zaeth not mention that?”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but before I could utter a word the door opened, revealing a disheveled looking Zaeth. His hair was tousled, the midnight locks sticking up at odd angles as if he’d only just woken up. I felt his cinnamon gaze swing to mine, but my attention snagged on the runes covering his naked chest.

      They were everywhere, sweeping up along his corded forearms, wrapping around his broad shoulders, and covering the entirety of his chiseled chest. The runes stilled just above the waist of his low-slung, black sweats, the band drawing attention to the deep vee of his hips. For the first time, I realized there were small, raised grooves among the brands, almost as if he had hundreds of silver scars.

      “See you around, kitten.” Jarek mumbled an excuse before slipping away, leaving Zaeth and I alone in the empty corridor.

      “Like what you see, love?”

      Forcing my gaze up, I met his eyes. “Naz is your sister?”
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      My stomach heaved, forcing another wave of bitter bile from my throat. Staggering to my feet, I rinsed my mouth, trying and failing to calm the thrumming of my heart, the quick rasps of my breaths.

      At least I’d made it to my suite.

      At least Vesna hadn’t seen me fall apart.

      “Your Grace, is everything all right?”

      I cursed inwardly as Farren’s voice found me, her hunched form appearing in the doorway of the washroom as my fingers dug against the crimson stained fabric of my gown. The corset had grown smaller, strangulating me as soon as the dark fae’s blood had splattered across it.

      Farren met my eyes, panic blaring as clear as day.

      “Your Grace, let me help you.”

      She waited for one, frantic, nod from me and then her fingers were working, undoing each of the crossing laces as I fought to contain my tears. It felt like hours, but the panels fell away seconds later.

      I still couldn’t breathe.

      Scarlet splatter coated my hands. The rest of my dress.

      Seeming to know the state of my mind, Farren wordlessly helped remove the layers of the dress she’d sewed only hours earlier, until I was left in nothing but my shift. Slipping into my dressing room, Farren returned a moment later with towels.

      I focused on breathing while she helped me into the tub, generously applying oils that smelled of milk and honey. I was grateful she bypassed the rose oil—its scent was much too reminiscent of the throne room, until the metallic tang of blood eclipsed it.

      “It’s normal to feel queasy, Your Grace,” Farren said, rinsing out the last of the soap from my silver-blonde curls before draining the tub. “Probably because you skipped breakfast.”

      I peeked up through wet lashes. To her testament, I didn’t detect a hint of sarcasm, though we both knew my state had nothing to do with breakfast.

      “Of course,” I said, letting her wrap my trembling body with a plush towel as I padded out of the washroom and over to the armoire.

      Farren helped me into a light, cotton dress, the fabric loose and flowing. It wasn’t fit for company, but we both knew I wouldn’t be leaving this room for at least a few hours.

      Once my hair was brushed and donned with smoothing oils to keep the curls from tangling, Farren gave a small bow near the door. “I’ll have food sent up right away.”

      She waited until I gave another tight nod before backing out, bumping into Evander as she went.

      “My apologies.” She glanced between the two of us. Once it was clear Evander wouldn’t be leaving, Farren sighed. “I’ll have an extra plate sent up.”

      “Thank you, Farren,” I said. “Evander will keep me company until your return.”

      Evander held his position by the door, the poised picture of a concerned guard, until we heard an echoing ‘click’, signifying Farren had left this wing of the palace.

      On an exhale, Evander spun, crossing the room in three strides. “I came as soon as I could, but Vesna was trying to capitalize on your absence. I did what I could, claiming you hadn’t slept well last night. Luckily, most of the court were appeased by your—by the—”

      “By me murdering an innocent dark fae?” I said, my chest squeezing.

      Evander nodded, his eyes searching mine. “We can leave. We’ll send the signal tonight—”

      “No,” I said, hating the word. “We don’t have the spear.”

      “We’ll find another way.”

      “There is no other way,” I shrieked, the last word cracking. Forcing a few deep breaths, I dropped my voice to a hissed whisper. “Jarek spent years trying to infiltrate this palace. Years, Evander. I can’t leave. Not yet.”

      He shook his head, but resignation was already settling across his features. “We’ve searched nearly everywhere: the armory, countless halls with stolen artifacts, the Library of Light, the princesses and the queen’s personal library—”

      “Maybe that’s the problem.”

      “What is?”

      “This entire time, we’ve been under the assumption that the reigning royals would have showed it off as a trophy, or they didn’t know what they had in their possession. But what if they did? What if they knew and were humble enough to keep it hidden?”

      Evander stilled. “If they did, if the late king knew and kept it a secret…”

      “It would make sense that his son, Prince Declan, knew as well. Which means…”

      “We need to look through the his rooms,” Evander finished, shaking his head. “It’ll be nearly impossible to get an invitation. Even if you are granted access, there’s no way you’ll be given any time alone.”

      “Maybe I could request a tour?”

      He shot me a look that suggested I had asked for my own, personal, Vesna-caged prison.

      “Okay,” I huffed, pacing the room. “What do you suggest?”

      Evander shook his head once more, jerking his chin toward the hall where the gentle patter of footsteps and an accompanying squeak of wheels could be heard. Farren was returning.

      “We’re going to need help,” Evander said with a meaningful tilt of his head just as the door opened.

      “That was quick,” Evander said, helping Farren set the plates on the table as she placed a large tea kettle in the center.

      Farren dipped her head. “The cart was already on its way up from the kitchens. The servant said Prince Declan sent it, seeing as how you hadn’t slept well last night.”

      Evander and I shared a glance before my lips pulled into a tight smile. “Farren, how long have you lived at the palace?”

      She went still, her eyes bouncing between Evander and me, looking for a trap.

      I cleared my throat, taking a seat at the table and gesturing for her to join us. I poured myself a cup of tea before doing the same for her. It would seem the prince anticipated I’d have company, no doubt assuming correctly that Evander would be by my side. Things were unraveling quickly if I was this transparent.

      “What I mean to ask is, it seems like you’re familiar with Prince Declan. He appointed you specifically to help me, isn’t that right?” The tea was warm, gentle tendrils of steam grazing my cheeks, but the bitter aftertaste had me setting it down.

      Face going pale, Farren slowly took a seat beside me. Evander joined us, taking the chair opposite me to position her between us. Farren’s spine stiffened, her body going rigid, like a lamb being cornered by a wolf.

      “It’s okay,” I said, my hand reaching out for hers, but stopping before I made contact. Instead, I flipped my palm up—an ancient Air Kingdom custom of friendship I’d discovered while reading the endless scrolls Ryuu had tasked me with.

      Her eyes widened, the silence growing, until the tension broke. “It’s Vesna—she’s horrible. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      “Tell us,” Evander commanded, but Farren only shook her head, tears streaming down her face.

      “There’s nothing you can do. She’s everywhere. She controls everything—even the prince.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, eyes darting to Evander and then to the hall.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said before leaving to ensure we were alone.

      “You’re safe in this room,” I said, reaching for the tea to maintain a pretense of normalcy, but Farren knocked it from my grasp, the porcelain shattering on the tiled floors.

      “What—”

      “I’m sorry,” she cried, just as Evander ran back in. “We thought you were like Vesna that things would get worse. We didn’t realize…”

      “Farren, what’s going on?” I demanded, my hands gripping her shoulders and forcing her frantic eyes to focus on mine.

      A hiccupped sob escaped her just as a wave of dizziness rocked my body, forcing me to stumble back.

      “The tea,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “It’s poisoned.”

      Evander caught me just as I fell into the cushioned chair, his fierce gaze sweeping over my body, as if the poison would manifest into a wound he could act on.

      “It won’t kill you,” Farren continued. “Not with just a sip. Half-a-cup would have caused you to sleep. A full one would’ve caused your breathing to slow… The effects grow stronger over the next hour. Vesna wanted you weakened. I was to make sure you were put to bed and then fetch her once I had you tucked away for the night.”

      Evander’s jaw clenched as he spun to face her. “Why? Why work for her if she’s so awful?”

      But Farren only shook her head. “Why would you be anything other than another royal? Anything other than another torturer? At least we know what to expect from her.”

      My chest heaved, but the spinning of the room soon stopped. I focused my sights on Farren, anger burning through the hovering haze of my mind. Slowly, I dragged my body up to stand. “As you can see, I’m not Sorscha.”

      Evander sucked in a breath.

      “No,” I said, cutting off his rebuttal. “We need help, and as you said, we are out of time. Vesna is expecting you to deliver me when?”

      Farren’s cheeks were still wet with tears, but her eyes fixed on mine. “At nightfall, to ensure the poison was well in your system.”

      “To ensure she wouldn’t be able to fight back,” Evander snapped.

      Farren flinched but nodded.

      “Then, we have only a few hours to act. Congratulations, Farren. You’ve been nominated as our palace guide. Evander, I hope our theory about the prince’s personal collection of artifacts is correct, because we have until nightfall to find the spear.”
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      Zaeth’s wicked smile dropped as he stepped back from the doorframe.

      “I see Jarek has been talking. Again.”

      He padded toward a broad, dark table set before the floor-to-ceiling windows along the far wall. I took the open door as an invitation and followed after him.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      He scoffed, attention focused on the collection of paintings spread across the table’s smooth surface. He’d told me once some prophecies weren’t written, but I hadn’t realized he had meant they were painted.

      “There are a great many things about myself I haven’t told you, love. If there is something you seek clarification on, by all means, ask.”

      I narrowed my gaze. “Well, for starters, is Naz your sister?”

      He shrugged, not bothering to look up. “According to our mother, though not all believe her account of things.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means,” Zaeth said with a bite to his words. “That many believe me to be a bastard.” His gaze lifted, meeting me across the table as his palms pressed flat onto the wood. “How much do you know about the ruling line of dark royals?”

      “Not much,” I admitted, my ire shrinking under his piercing gaze. Closing the distance between us, I leaned against a long-backed, cushioned chair alongside him. “My mother bound my fae affinities and raised me as a naive human, remember?”

      His lips twitched, but the light didn’t reach his eyes. “We believe those in power are chosen by the goddess, ruler of the gods. The Dark Kingdom’s crest is a crescent moon with three stars held between the tips. On the day of the next ruler’s settling, the Dark Kingdom’s crest appears like a brand, cementing their reign. All previous kings have held the insignia, but I was branded with these.”

      Zaeth held out his forearms, the muscles along his chest rippling with the movement.

      “They look good to me,” I replied, unable to contain the comment.

      He rolled his eyes, but the hint of vulnerability in his gaze dimmed. “They’re not any known language. My mother was convinced they’re the gods’ chosen dialect. Others think the runes are a sign that I’m cursed—a notion made all the more popular when my father accused my mother of adultery. Either way, I have not been selected to rule my people according to our traditions. Naz has done well, but my kingdom is tearing itself in two.”

      “Did another gain the brand?”

      His brows furrowed, as if the thought hadn’t occurred to him. After a long moment, he answered. “No. If another had been chosen, they would have sought the throne already. Silas, a courtier in the north, has been the only contender. His claim is trivial at best, but he wields more power than I’d like to admit. It is time I return to the capitol and remind our people that while I won’t force my overt rule over them, my power still remains the greatest in our kingdom.

      “My people are harsh and unyielding. There is kindness and compassion among them, but any sign of weakness is exploited. Only the strong survive.”

      “Only the cruel, you mean,” I added, reading beneath his words.

      His eyes held mine, but he dipped his chin. “Yes. A little cruelty is required to keep the peace in the Dark Kingdom. There are more than just fae who reside in the north.”

      “Do you want it?” I spoke softly, only now realizing how close we were, me having leaned forward at some point and him not backing away from the intrusion. “To rule such a kingdom.”

      Zaeth shrugged, but the weight of the question settled across his shoulders like a visible force. “I’ve seen what evil can do when unchecked. I’ve been the reaper of the damned for so long, lingering in the periphery… I’m not sure I know how to be anything else.”

      Racing footsteps echoed down the hall, the rushed gait growing louder, snaring both of our attention.

      Cress burst through Zaeth’s door a moment later. Her pale cheeks were flushed with color, wisps of her sleek, blonde hair blown loose from the tight knot at the base of her neck. The feathers of her wings were still ruffled, as if she had only just landed.

      “I know where to find the Spear of Empyrean.”

      Zaeth rounded the table in a flash, and snatched the rough-edged canvas Cress held out for him.

      “As you suggested,” Cress continued, still catching her breath. “I’ve been looking through the paintings of previous oracles—and we were right. The Spear of Empyrean is broken into three pieces. The first was taken by the light fae and secured by the royals here.” She pointed at the canvas now in Zaeth’s grasp.

      “Alora,” I said, leaning over Zaeth’s shoulder to glimpse the crudely formed map. “With any luck, Greer is well on her way to finding it.”

      “What of the others?” Zaeth asked, scanning the painting.

      It was a rough liking to Pax, with three distinct areas in clarity. Alora was the first, the Walled City and the blooming peony laid before a rising sun clearly visible. The second was a vast mountain range surrounded by rolling waves of mist and interwoven, spiked vines just beyond the Borderlands—the heart of the Wild Kingdom. And the third…

      “The second looks like the wild fae are in possession of it,” Cress answered. “Or it was hidden in the Wild Kingdom. Either way, it will be difficult to obtain, but the third one—”

      “The third is in the Dark Kingdom,” Zaeth said, his eyes igniting with renewed vigor. “The map isn’t to scale, but I believe the oracle meant for this to be one of the temples to the gods, a day’s ride from the northern city of Amnevar.”

      “Yes, and there’s this,” Cress said, flipping the yellowed canvas over. “The inscription was missed because it was on the back of a canvas. Nobody thought to look, but the oracle wrote a message from the goddess—a prophecy of sorts.”

      A long, slanted scroll stretched before us:

      

      Dragons loot the Light.

      Phoenixes pillage the Dark.

      Wild fae gift respite.

      Strike true brothers’ heart.

      

      “‘Dragons loot the Light’,” I repeated, glancing up at Zaeth as a smile broke across my face. “That must mean Greer and Evander will be successful.”

      “Perhaps,” Zaeth said, his eyes fixed on the script.

      My gaze bounced from the word ‘phoenixes’ to Zaeth’s narrowed gaze. His eyes were burning with determination, but there was a wariness to the set of his shoulders, the subtle tick of his jaw.

      “‘Phoenixes. As in more than one,” I said, realizing what drew his focus.

      “So it would seem,” he answered.

      Again, the idea of pairing surfaced. I couldn’t fathom how I’d be considered a phoenix. I lacked wings and only possessed a single shift… unless I was meant to act as a conduit of sorts. What was it Zaeth had said? That he could sense me? Feel me?

      “The piece hidden among the wild fae will be difficult,” Cress said, oblivious to the thick tension hovering in the air between the Dark King and myself. “But it should only be a matter of weeks—maybe even days—until we have the other two pieces.”

      “I hope you’re ready, love,” Zaeth said, his cinnamon gaze guarding thoughts I could only wish to know. “Tomorrow, we leave for the Dark Kingdom.”
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      Another letter came, the only communication I’d had with my sisters. Frowning, I scanned the signature at the bottom, keenly aware of Greer’s missing, messy scrawl. I was glad El had recovered enough to write, but it was hard not to worry about Greer masquerading as an evil light fae princess. My heart clenched at the thought of her trapped in The Walled City, surrounded by those responsible for the maimed bodies coming my way.

      Quickly, I shoved my fears away read El’s slanted scrawl:

      

      Greer’s safe, from what we can tell. Zaeth and I are heading to the Dark Kingdom. Contact Naz at Caligo if you need anything.

      

      It was short and to the point. Normally, I liked things neat and uncomplicated, but a sinking weight settled in my chest at the lack of information. The lack of emotion. I knew Soter would update me on the more sensitive information when he next arrived, but it still stung.

      I’d been at the base for months while Greer and El were off exploring their fae affinities. They’d gotten stronger—had moved past Will’s death.

      And I’d remained.

      Every day, the same.

      There were always people to tend to these days. Always bodies that were ripped apart, entrails exposed, limbs shredded—nothing but a mess of organs and tissue and blood for me to piece back together.

      The attacks never ended.

      Alarik and his Select Guard were busy. When they weren’t fighting, they were relocating distant villages to the base or transporting supplies to those who weren’t able to make the journey. They should be back any day now from their journey to Neith. Maybe the magical village had even been able to help Healer Grant. Gods knew I needed the help.

      The city below was overflowing, and still more showed up each day. More people—fae and human alike—all of whom I was expected to tend to. It was overwhelming and exhausting and suffocating, but there was no one else.

      “Lannie.”

      Setting the letter down, I stood from my desk and turned to see Alarik standing in the doorway of my room. Odd. He hardly ever sought me here. The infirmary yes, sometimes even the lab, but never my room.

      My stomach twisted. “What’s happened?”

      “May I come in?” Alarik asked, his voice too gentle.

      “My sisters—”

      “Both fine,” he interjected, gesturing for me to sit. Humoring him now that I knew my sisters were safe, I sank back into the chair I’d just vacated.

      “We only just reached the Dark Kingdom’s southern border when we were ambushed. The men are regrouping as we speak, and a larger unit will attempt to reach Neith in a few days’ time, but lives were lost.”

      I blinked, noting the fresh pair of clothes and the dampness to his hair. He showered before coming to speak with me, meaning there was no urgency. No one to heal.

      “A nearby town must have fallen. Alderidge couldn’t have been tracking us—”

      “Where’s Healer Grant?”

      Alarik’s shoulders slumped. “He didn’t make it.”

      A low buzzing started in my ears, drowning out the condolences and overused phrases offered to all who had lost loved ones.

      “How?” I asked, my voice cutting through Alarik’s gentle tone.

      “It was quick.” He hesitated for only a moment before continuing. “A blade sliced through his neck, severing his carotid. He didn’t feel any pain.”

      He didn’t feel any pain.

      But I knew a wound like that took a little over ten seconds before the person lost consciousness. A minute or two before he died.

      I knew Healer Grant had been aware he was dying for ten seconds before it came to pass.

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you for telling me personally.”

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I stood, brushing past him toward the lab. Work benches were filled with setting salves and supplies, packaged tonics and tins. There were people moving throughout the space, others who wished to make a difference in this war. Others who had hopes of seeing Pax whole again.

      Other fools like myself.

      The infirmary was just down the hall. I should keep going, make my rounds and get the day started.

      “Take the day, Lannie. I looked for you in the infirmary first. They have things well in hand.”

      I gave a curt nod before fleeing from the hall. Leaving the scent of blood and sterile antiseptic behind, I walked until fresh herbs and wildflowers were around me. The sun rose, burning through the crisp air of the morning and still I stayed in my temporary haven of earth and sun. Until the band around my chest didn’t feel quite so tight.

      Healer Grant was gone. Soon, I would bottle up all of these emotions, letting them drift away like a dandelion seed caught in the wind. I would have to. There was no other choice but to keep going.

      But what if this never ended? What if every day for the rest of my life, I tended to broken bodies and even more broken souls, finding ways to mend bones and repair skin, but never able to erase the haunted look in their eyes?

      Never able to truly save them.

      And if I never truly saved anyone, what was the point of going through all of this?

      “There you are.”

      I closed my eyes at the sound of her voice, relishing the way my lungs were able to expand when she was near. I took a deep breath as she made her way toward me, inhaling her soft, comforting scent of chamomile and honey.

      Serephina.

      Her hands closed around my middle, hugging me from behind. It felt like the warmth had returned to my body, to this cage housing my infinite mind. Without her, I was nothing more than muscles and bones stitched together—a collection of tissue and nerve endings surviving as any living creature was supposed to. But when she was near, when the warmth of her body seeped into mine… I felt alive.

      “Lucy and the baby came by. She offered to wait for you, but I wasn’t sure where you were. So, I sent them on their way.”

      Ser’s arms fell away as I turned to face her, her copper eyes snagging on the weariness etched upon my face. The large, pink scar stretched down her cheek. What happened to her could have been so much worse. If the cuts had been a little deeper across her torso and stomach, shifted just a little to the side, she would have died before I could have saved her.

      She would have died… like so many others.

      With a deep breath, I focused on her eyes, on the way they looked at me—me, as if I were the very air she breathed.

      “I missed you,” I breathed.

      She drew her bottom lip into her mouth, a nervous tell. “I missed you, too.”

      We stayed there, locked in a warm embrace as the rest of the world fell away. The scent of wildflowers lingered in the air, the soft give of the earth beneath my boots, but Ser’s beauty put it all to shame.

      My gaze dipped to her mouth, now slightly swollen. Enticing. Tentatively, I leaned forward, wanting to feel the soft pout of her lips against mine. I hovered a breath away, asking.

      Ser responded, closing the last of the distance between us. It was soft, at first, both of us navigating the unknown together. A smile broke across her face, her cheeks flushed as she pulled back, wonder in her eyes.

      When her lips met mine for a second time, there was fire, her body pressing against mine, searing with its intensity. Gods, was she incredible—the small whimpers she made, the subtle hitch in her breath as my hands explored the small of her back.

      This must be what love feels like. What the point of all this suffering is for.

      After a time, we broke apart, Ser weaving our hands together as we strolled among the wildflowers toward the main part of the base.

      “I was thinking we could take the day off,” she said, voice light.

      I blinked.

      “Alarik and the others aren’t back yet, and all those in the infirmary are stable. Nothing the rest of the healers can’t handle.”

      “I’ve already taken the morning off,” I said gently as I moved to slip past her as the cobblestoned street came into view. “I need to get back to work, or at least make salves. We’ll catch up tonight.”

      “You can’t keep doing this,” she said, blocking my retreat.

      The harshness of her tone was enough to stop my attempts to flee. A pink flush had crept into her cheeks, but Ser stood her ground.

      “You can’t save everyone, Lannie. At some point, you have to rely on others.”

      “Relying on others is the reason we had ten pyres instead of five,” I snapped, guilt surging as I recalled the last time I’d left the infirmary. The last time I’d trusted others to stand in my place. It had only been a few hours… just so I could sleep.

      Ser blanched, but her fists balled. “You can’t know that your presence would have made a difference—”

      “We both know I would have been able to save them.”

      “No, we don’t. And even if you could have—”

      A harsh, savage laugh ripped from my throat.

      “You need to sleep, Lannie. You need to eat. To feel the sun on your skin, to breathe air that isn’t saturated with cleaning solutions and medicine.”

      The silence stretched, and for the first time it felt like a yawning distance. Like Ser was being dragged further away from me the longer neither of us spoke.

      Swallowing down the swell of emotion clogging my throat, I reached for her. “Ser, I—”

      “Lannie! Where’s Lannie?” Vidarr’s frantic shouts echoed through the hall, the scuffling of boots and agonized screams accompanying him. It was all too familiar. He wasn’t alone and was probably carrying someone on the verge of death. Someone I was expected to save.

      Ser turned away, the dejection in her eyes more painful than any physical wound I could have suffered.

      Forcing in a steadying breath, I rushed from the calmness of the field, turning my back on Ser, and toward the sounds of agony.
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      A crazed laugh bubbled from Farren’s throat once we filled her in on our plan. She hadn’t stopped giggling since.

      Evander tilted his head to the side. “Maybe we should leave her here? She can’t be of much help like this.”

      I shot him a glare. “You know Vesna will kill her once she finds I’m still alive and not at all sedated. Besides, Farren’s been a slave to the palace for years. She’ll be exceedingly helpful at navigating the halls.” A snort mixed in with another wave of laughter. “Once she’s calmed down a bit.”

      Evander’s brows lifted. “We don’t have time to wait.”

      I sighed. Lifting my chin, I stalked over to Farren, crouching right before her. “Farren, get a hold of yourself. We need to go. Now.”

      She paused for a long moment, but then another wave of laughter broke.

      “Greer,” Evander warned, checking the hallway once more.

      “Okay.” I shot him a glare before turning my attention back to Farren. “I’m really sorry about this.”

      Her head jerked to the side as the flat of my palm collided with her cheek. It wasn’t hard enough to deliver any real level of pain, but the echoing silence was deafening in its wake.

      Farren blinked up at me, her hand covering the growing redness blooming across her cheek. She cleared her throat. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

      My lips twitched. “It’s not ‘Your Grace’, remember?”

      Evander peered back at us from the doorway. “Better?”

      Farren gave an absentminded nod. “You said something about a spear?”

      “Yes,” I said. “The Spear of Empyrean. Have you heard of it?”

      Her eyes blazed, as if igniting with a long, forgotten fire. She slowly nodded.

      “Do you know where to find it?” Evander asked.

      It looked like it took all of Farren’s control not to flinch. “What do you want with it?”

      “Now is not the time to ask questions,” he snapped.

      “I disagree,” Farren said, her voice timid, but the steel in her jaw revealed a level of stubbornness I was surprised she still possessed after years within these haunted walls.

      Evander’s lips pressed thin.

      “Look, Farren. I’m going to level with you.” I smiled as she swung her attention toward me, lifting her chin. “I’m glad they didn’t break you. But we’re on your side. It seems the courtiers are familiar with the Fractured, but have you heard of Veles?”

      Her dark complexion blanched, but she held my gaze. “Yes.”

      “Then you know he and his brothers need to be stopped. They’re the source of the attacks—the storm—they’re the cause of all the death raking across Pax.”

      She shook her head. “I should have let you drink the tea.”

      I recoiled and she stood, retreating toward Evander in the hall.

      “Vesna is going to find me when I don’t show, and she’s going to kill me. You think you can defeat the brothers?” A mangled laugh escaped her. “That’s why she wanted you tonight—As a welcome home present for Veles.”

      My eyes widened as my heart hammered. “Veles is returning… tonight?”

      She nodded. “And I practically etched my name onto a prison cell beside you in Vesna’s personal garden the moment I knocked that cup from your hands.”

      “Come with us,” Evander breathed. “You’ve said it yourself, you’ll die if you stay. Help us get the spear and we’ll get you out.”

      She gave him a small, sad smile. “The prince always takes a nightcap with Lady Vesna. He’ll be in her personal suites when I’m meant to fetch her.”

      “Meaning, the prince and his guards won’t be in his suite,” I said.

      “The guards change shift on the hour,” Evander added, checking the clock above the mantel. “If we have any chance of getting into the prince’s wing, we need to leave now.”

      Farren nodded, seemingly resigned to her fate. “Let’s go.”
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      We were lucky the light royals were so assured of their own superiority, because after donning a servant’s gown and some flats, we moved through the castle undetected. We went through the extra measure of securing my curls into tight, symmetric braids, being sure to wash all cosmetics from my face, but nobody spared us a second glance.

      Evander made his way a few steps behind us, his sword never far from his grasp. I’d considered signaling to Jarek, letting him know we’d be in need of a rescue soon, but we hadn’t worked out how to delay said rescue. If I gave any indication of trouble, he’d probably fly in here, swords primed and ready to go, and get us all caught.

      A part of me knew Ryuu was waiting out there as well. It wasn’t the plan—Ryuu was supposed to be in the Air Kingdom scouring leads on the other two pieces of the spear—but I swore I could almost sense him just beyond these cursed walls.

      I knew Ryuu cared for me—I knew he did—but that didn’t make lying to me all right. Not telling me about Sorscha wasn’t exactly lying, but I would’ve appreciated knowing that the person I was pretending to be was his ex-fiancée. The only person in this entire world that he had wanted to spend his life with, and I was prancing around under the guise of her title.

      When he saw me, did he think of her? Even allowing the thought to pass through my mind caused my stomach to clench.

      Maybe that’s what bothered me. Maybe Ryuu had already found the love of his life… Maybe he didn’t tell me about her because what we had could never measure up to what they’d had.

      And I couldn’t even be mad at her—mad at him—because she wasn’t alive.

      “I can get Greer and myself past the guards,” Farren’s hushed whisper reached us. “But you’ll need to wait in the hallway. This corridor, here.” She motioned Evander to a small alcove with an arched, stained-glass window depicting a blooming peony. “You’ll be able to see the doors to Prince Declan’s rooms while remaining undetected.”

      The twilight sky beyond it was soft, the crisp, fall weather bleeding a chill into the hall, despite the closed window. I caught a glimpse of a small bench built into the white stone. Mother had mentioned these before, when I was very little: sitting alcoves for women to recover their breath due to their corsets being laced too tight. What a ridiculous concept.

      Evander looked between the two of us, clearly unhappy about separating, but peeling off nonetheless. The fine hairs on my arms stood on end, the vague sense of unease brushing against me.

      I glanced at Farren leading us toward the large, double doors of the prince’s suites. She appeared calm. Almost regretful? Narrowing my eyes, I tried to pull apart what the fine lines on her expression meant. She didn’t know me, and she had just confessed to poisoning me hours ago.

      It was just nerves, I decided, ignoring the chill. Farren was ready to escape. And even if she wasn’t, there’d been no time for her to set a trap. Right?

      I could’ve been on my way to a cage in Vesna’s twisted garden of death, but wasn’t. Because of Farren. She’d saved me. So, why was my pulse quickening, the silent, multiplying tremors of fear twisting in my stomach?

      Farren was moving and I was following, her arm firmly wrapped around mine not leaving me much of an alternative.

      Her smile stretched wildly as she greeted the pair of guards just outside the prince’s rooms—his personal guards as denoted by the full sun on their chests. The one closest to us gave Farren a warm, familiar smile, his pale eyes bouncing from me to her.

      “Right on time, as always, Farren.”

      He turned, opening the heavy doors with a flourish.

      My footsteps stalled, all pretenses forgotten, but Farren was ready, her fingers digging into the flesh of my forearm painfully as she held firm, blocking my escape.

      With her smile fixed firmly in place, she leaned over, whispering frantically. “Don’t make this difficult, Your Grace. Your guard is safe. If you make a fuss, he won’t be. Be smart, if not for your sake, then for his.”

      Blood thundered through my veins, spurred on by the spike of adrenaline flooding my system. But she was right. She had said the one thing that would stop me from fighting. Evander was safe.

      For now.

      Swallowing the scream lodged in my throat, I lifted my chin and met the awaiting, pale eyes of Prince Declan.
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      I woke with the sun, purposely keeping the thick curtains drawn to allow the soft, morning light to pull me from sleep. Finishing a warm cup of tea, I set the empty cup on the counter and padded to the balcony in my new outfit. Everything I needed for our trip to the Dark Kingdom had been packed last night. Zaeth had delivered the new sets of training gear himself, instructing me to be ready at first light.

      We hadn’t gotten around to training just yet, but he had been true to his word, getting me everything I’d need. The battle leathers were sleek, but thick, offering unrestricted movement while maintaining the extra protection the tough material provided. It was just an outfit, but it was another step in getting back to my old self… or rather another step on the journey to the new person I was becoming. The one I wished to be.

      I glanced over my shoulder, looking at the freshly sharpened blades that had been set along the table. There were six in total, the longest being a full-length sword and the smallest a dagger’s blade just larger than my smallest finger. Each was finely crafted with elegant metalwork along the hilt, but Zaeth assured me they were of the highest quality—fit for combat despite their beauty.

      Gentle knocking echoed against my door.

      “Come in,” I called, turning back to the view of the valley below, knowing it would be Zaeth. We’d be leaving within the hour—leaving the Air Kingdom and everything I’d processed here.

      I’d been through a lot within these walls, and was startled to realize I’d formed a certain attachment to this place—this room. It was where I’d grieved my brother. Where I’d come to accept that the quiet, peaceful future I’d imagined for myself and my family was lost.

      I heard Zaeth enter, but kept my eyes focused on the expanse of the sky before me, the dark indigo lightening to a soft lavender. Steep plateaus stretched into air, sleepy clouds hovering just below their peaks. Gnarled trees speckled the rich, red-brown slopes, complete with interspersed expansive windows and opened balconies similar to the one I currently stood on.

      A familiar air fae snagged my attention as Zaeth came to stand beside me, nearly inaudible in his approach. He was good at that—anticipating what I needed before I even realized what it was.

      Cress’s wings pumped, rhythmic in their beating. She hovered above the swirls of early-morning mist, facing the sun, her eyes closed. The air was crisp, holding the promise of hope—of a million possibilities. I knew Greer disliked her—well, disliked her entanglement with Ryuu—but in the moment, as her body ebbed and flowed along gentle winds, I couldn’t help but envy her.

      “The views of the Air Kingdom are unrivaled,” Zaeth said, his voice soft. “Once all this is done, we can return, if you’d like.”

      I shook my head, biting my lip against the sting of tears.

      “What is it?” Zaeth asked.

      Swallowing, I watched Cress return to the mountain, landing in an alcove far below us.

      “I’d forgotten what it was like—to be free. To experience a moment of uninterrupted peace.”

      The air shifted, charged with energy as the shadows thickened behind Zaeth’s shoulders. His ebony wings were large, the expanse of them nearly too wide for the balcony. I watched as he pulled them in, the soft brush of his under-feathers grazing my shoulder.

      “When you’re ready, love, let me know. We’ll discover all the freedoms this life has to offer.”

      I relaxed into the soft warmth of his chest, letting the delicious fluttering fill my stomach. Zaeth was secretive about being the Dark Phoenix—about everything—but here he was, risking his wings to bring me comfort.

      That knowledge did things to me. Desire was one thing, but this… This felt deceptively intimate.

      “I didn’t mean physical freedom,” I whispered, afraid of the vulnerability coating my words. Afraid of how much I’d come to rely on him in the past few weeks.

      His wings closed in tighter, drawing us closer as his arm slipped around my waist. “Neither was I.”

      A peaceful silence followed, the two of us standing there without expectation. Rather than the vast expanse of sorrow I’d come to expect in the quiet, I focused on the warmth of his fingers as they traced a pattern along my hip, on the scent of cedar and something a little wilder that emanated from Zaeth.

      “Amnevar is where my mother raised me.”

      The heat of Zaeth’s breath tickled the crest of my ear. I held my tongue, suppressing my intrigue, and letting him continue at his own pace as I turned in his arms. After a few minutes, he spoke.

      “It was her favorite city in the Dark Kingdom, and when the rumors started about my parentage, she left with Naz and me, taking us away from the court and returning there.”

      There was a bitterness to his words, causing me to lean into him further in an attempt to soothe the pain of his past. Tentatively, I asked, “That was kind of her, wasn’t it?”

      “It was foolish,” he said, his body tense. “The king grew suspicious, even more so than he’d been before, without our self-imposed exile. He was worried we were attempting to overthrow him, and descended into paranoia. He was convinced everyone was out to get him… even Onora, Naz’s and my little sister.”

      Zaeth swallowed as a sinking feeling of dread coursed down my spine. When he spoke, his voice was barely above a whisper.

      “We wanted to take Onora with us, but she was my father’s favorite and so young at the time. She had always been untouchable, safe. She hadn’t wanted to leave. Mother and I returned for the Yule celebration with a sack full of toys. Naz was due back any moment from her own trip to the Earth Kingdom with Soter, but I didn’t want to wait.

      “I rushed upstairs with my mother close behind, bursting into her rooms with a huge grin on my face. But Onora wasn’t in the sitting room.”

      Zaeth’s face grew darker… his eyes unfocused with the memories of the past. I leaned into him, gripping his hands in mine, lending him strength.

      “Her sitting room was dark, the curtains closed. That should’ve been our first warning. Onora loved the sun. But it was dark. The door to her bedroom creaked opened, bringing with it a metallic, sweet scent tinged with rot—like spoiled meat that had been left to fester. And then my father stepped out from the shadows.”

      Bile singed the back of my throat. I didn’t want him to continue, but he’d been there for me as I’d worked through Will’s death, through my bloodlust and need for vengeance. He continued to be there. The least I could do was let him speak… to stand beside him as he purged this nightmare from his mind.

      “He moved quickly, much quicker than I thought possible. The knife clutched in his hand slit my mother’s throat before she screamed. I don’t know how I moved—how I found the will to dodge the dagger coated in my mother’s blood as it plunged toward me—but I did. Somehow, I did.”

      Zaeth’s heart thundered in his chest, beating in time with my own.

      “It all happened so quickly,” he continued. “But then I blinked, and the blade that had been intended for me was sunk deep into my father’s chest. I watched as he dropped to the floor, listened as his heartbeat slowed, until all that surrounded me was silence and blood. I left him there, rotting in a pool of his own filth as I stepped toward my sister’s bedroom. I couldn’t hear anything within but I needed to see.

      “I don’t know how long I stayed, cradling her small form to my chest. Naz found me. Our father had murdered our sister and mother. Attempted to murder me. I’ve no doubt Naz would have been next. Despite all that has been taken from me, I thank the goddess she was late that day.”

      I linked my arms around his neck, but his gaze was far away, ringed in light. Trapped in anguish. His shoulders broadened as his black wings expanded.

      “Come back to me,” I whispered, but his fangs only lengthened, the muscles across his chest thickening as he grew, shifting fully.

      Pressing up on my toes, I tugged him closer, peppering his neck, his collarbone, the little dip in his throat with feather-light kisses.

      “You’re here, Zaeth. You’ve made it through that darkness.”

      His breathing came in short, harsh bursts. All the while, I stayed with him, holding him close as my mouth worked the strong angle of his jaw, cresting up along the soft flesh just below his ear. It wasn’t until my tongue reached the edge of his frown that he snapped out of it.

      Zaeth’s hands gripped my hips, his frantic eyes calming when they found mine. I watched him return, watched the darkness recede until the burning in his eyes softened into something deeper.

      Something desperate and hungry.

      His eyes flicked to my lips, his breath hitching for a completely different reason. My body responded to his, my own fangs snapping down fully, quick enough to prick the pad of my bottom lip.

      I gasped, pulling back, but Zaeth’s fingers were there, circling my chin and holding me still. My heart hammered as he leaned down, hovering above me.

      “May I?” he rumbled, the tenor in his voice sending a fluttering in my chest.

      I dipped my head, the movement small, but strong.

      Zaeth’s tongue darted out, lapping languidly at the bead of blood along my lip.

      He groaned, the sound doing terrible, tantalizing things to my core. I closed my eyes, ready for him to take more—willing him to.

      “Thank you,” he breathed, his forehead pressing against mine. “For pulling me back.”

      The tension between us changed, growing into something deeper as his fingers threaded through mine.

      “Always,” I said, the word spilling from my lips. But I didn’t take it back. Being here, breathing in Zaeth’s scent of cedar and spice—it felt right. “Do you really think we are meant for each other? That my phoenix brand means we are to be bound?”

      He was silent for a long time before he spoke. “I think our paths were meant to cross, just as Ryuu’s and Greer’s were, but a soul bound? Even I don’t warrant a curse to that degree.”

      A curse.

      Because Zaeth would die in this war. My stomach twisted at the thought. Without allowing doubt to deter me, I tugged him closer.

      “Kiss me,” I breathed.

      Zaeth held my gaze for only a moment longer, searching my eyes for an answer as the rings around his irises blazed. He must have found what he was looking for, because before the wash of uncertainty took hold, his lips found mine.

      Heat pulsed through me as our lips clashed, both of us determined to consume the other. We were tongues and teeth, heated touches and mingled breaths. Fire burned through every place our bodies met. I was hungry for more, desperate to taste every inch of him.

      Zaeth groaned, as if sensing my pleasure—his own need feeding off mine. His hand came around my waist gripping me tighter, pressing me against his hard, thick length.

      A moan escaped me, my head falling back as Zaeth worked the soft flesh beneath my ear, licking and nipping the curve of my neck, until fangs scraped against my collarbone. I pulled him closer, my breath hitching as I waited for him to heed my silent request and drink from me.

      I braced for the prick of pain, but Zaeth offered only a soft, languid kiss.

      “Look at me, love.”

      I blinked my eyes open, finding Zaeth’s piercing gaze. “When I taste you—when I finally have my fill—we’ll need far longer than the few spare minutes we have now.”

      “I don’t know,” I said, my voice nearly unrecognizable with the desire. “I think we could spare the time.”

      “And the location? Anyone could find us on this balcony,” he said, his hand drifting down to cup my sex. “You don’t seem like an exhibitionist.”

      I groaned, grinding against him, knowing he was right, but not having the strength to stop this—whatever this was.

      Zaeth’s pupils dilated as he sucked in a breath. “Careful, love. My self-restraint has limits.”

      “And if I wanted to test those limits?”

      A low growl rumbled through Zaeth’s chest, causing the warmth in my core to ignite. Zaeth’s nostrils flared in tandem with my desire.

      “Constantly testing me,” he muttered, his nose dragging along my throat as he inhaled deeply. “Soon, Elara. I will have you more ways than you can dream of, but, for now, the Dark Kingdom awaits.”
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      The door clicked shut and everyone moved.

      Farren dropped my arm, no doubt trusting the dozen guards to keep me in place. I watched, horrified, as she dashed toward the prince’s side.

      “You weren’t supposed to be here, yet,” she said, her hands finding his. “It’s too early. What happened?”

      The concern in her voice was enough to turn my stomach. She’d been playing me the entire time. They both had. And what a gullible, naive, little fae I’d been.

      “Veles has returned,” the prince breathed.

      I blanched as Farren sucked in a breath. “Are the others with him?”

      Prince Declan shook his head. “I’ve yet to see Olysseus, but Draven is attempting to breach the Wild Kingdom. There was talk of cutting through the Borderlands, but Vesna dismissed me before I could hear much. I think she knows.”

      “Knows what?” I asked, unable to contain the question.

      Farren and Prince Declan were in league with one another, but it was growing more and more obvious that neither wanted Veles here.

      “You brought her,” the prince said, his eyes flicking to me before settling on Farren. “Not sedated.”

      The guards surrounding us stilled, as if waiting for a command. I narrowed my eyes, but Farren spoke before I could respond.

      “I think we can trust her.”

      Prince Declan lifted a pale brow. “You think or you know? The difference could be our lives, Farren.”

      She swallowed, face crumpling. “Our lives are already over, my prince. Vesna asked for her tonight. She’ll expect me in just a few minutes.”

      Prince Declan’s entire demeanor changed. His already alabaster skin blanched further as he eyes widened. “Farr, you should have delivered her. She’s just one girl—”

      “Woman,” I corrected, earning a glare from Farren. I shrugged. “It’s an important distinction.”

      “Not right now, it isn’t,” Farren snapped. “I’m trying to keep you alive. Again.”

      But I’d already gathered the gist of the situation. “You need me just as much as I need you, Prince Declan.”

      He tensed, tucking Farren behind him. I smiled. I was right. He’d fallen for her, an air fae trapped in the deadly light royal court.

      “It’s clear the two of you are in love. Probably meeting in secret for years. I doubt any of the royals would support such a union.”

      His jaw tensed, but he lifted an arm in gesture to the dozen guards surrounding us. When he spoke, it was with practiced ease. “Not too long ago, I wouldn’t have thought so either. You’d be surprised.”

      “Stop it,” Farren said, pushing forward. “The both of you. We don’t have the time. Yes, the prince and I are in love.” His spine stiffened, but he didn’t move to silence her. A true love match, then. “Many in the Light Kingdom wish things were different—not many within these walls, but, as you can see, not all light fae want to see Pax sacrificed to Veles and his conniving brothers.”

      I stepped forward, but she held up a hand, turning her attention to the prince. “And she is not Sorscha. I’m not sure who she is, but we were right about that. She has ties in the Air Kingdom, at the very least. Either way, we need to work together if we’re to have any chance of getting through this alive.”

      On a long exhale, I looked from the prince and back to Farren. “It looks like we’re forced to trust each other.”

      “So it would seem,” the prince ground out. His jaw ticked, his pale eyes shooting me a harsh glare. “We need to move. Veles is here and if Farren is correct, Vesna expects to show off her latest conquest. That’s probably why she dismissed me early. She’s expecting you to be delivered at any moment.

      “You’ve rattled things. Things that have been set in place for a very long time. Tell me, what would be worth risking your life and venturing into this palace of thorns?”

      “We’re looking for the Spear of Empyrean,” I answered, voice unwavering.

      Price Declan’s lips pressed thin, but he gave a shrug. “It’s a myth—”

      “Farren has already told us you have it.” I waved him off, ignoring his glare. “I need it, now. If Veles is truly back, we need to leave before he discovers me. This wouldn’t be the first time I’ve faced him.”

      A small gasp pulled from Farren’s lips. “You’ve met him before?”

      I swallowed, forcing the imposing memory of my little brother’s broken body away. “Briefly. Speaking of which, I need Evander here. Why keep him out if this isn’t a ruse?”

      “Because he would’ve tried to kill everyone,” she said, exacerbated.

      “Fair point.” I nodded. “But he won’t now.”

      The prince gave Farren a stiff nod. She slipped from the room with a glance at the two of us, muttering something that sounded like, ‘there’s enough people trying to kill us,’ and, ‘behave yourselves for a few seconds.’

      Heeding her mumbled protests, I tried to keep my mouth shut and, instead, took in the state of the room. The prince had a dozen or so guards on his side—more than I would’ve thought possible. How long had he lived this double life? How long had he submitted to the whims of Vesna, allowing her hatred to cultivate a court of death?

      “How could you let her torture those fae?” I seethed, my anger getting the better of me. “You’re the prince—acting king. Why didn’t you stop her?”

      “How would you suggest I do that?” he snapped, fists clenching. “You’ve seen the court—seen the way they flock to her, worshiping her violence. It gives them a semblance of control, of power. They feel entitled to rule this kingdom, to rule everyone and everything.”

      “But not all of them,” I pressed, glancing at the guards and recalling Farren’s words from earlier. “Your people are out there, being slaughtered with all the other fae and humans of Pax.”

      He shook his head. “Equality among fae is too radical a notion. Fair treatment of humans even more so.”

      “So, you’re just going to let it continue?” My voice had gone shrill. “You’re going to let Vesna and Veles murder their way across Pax, unchecked?”

      His eyes narrowed. “You wouldn’t understand—”

      “You’re their prince, future king—”

      “We both know Veles would never let that happen,” Prince Declan snapped.

      “Enough,” Farren cut in after slamming the door shut behind her and Evander, who took in the guards, Prince Declan, and then finally me. I nodded reassuringly as Farren continued. “We need to leave—all of us. Vesna has been waiting for a reason to claim your throne and Veles won’t stop to ask questions. We leave now, or not at all.”

      The last words were spoken softly, a question hovering beneath them. She would die here, I realized. She’d stay and die for him—for the cowardly prince—if that was what he chose.

      After an agonizingly long pause, Prince Declan exhaled. “This way.”

      “We need the piece of the spear before we go anywhere,” Evander said, keeping pace as Declan turned, issuing orders as we flew down the hall toward the back of the prince’s wing of the palace.

      “We’ll pick it up along the way,” the prince said, ducking into the room on his left.

      Following, I realized it was a personal study, but the prince’s surefooted steps took him to a book-lined shelf. He pushed the wall-spanning ladder until it was centered just beneath the far column, and then reached forward and tugged on a large, leather-bound volume. There was a soft click, followed by a hiss of air behind the sitting desk.

      My head spun, jerking to the sound. The plush carpet set just before the desk sank into the ground, revealing a twisting set of descending stairs.

      “This way,” the prince instructed, leaving the last of the guards to watch the entrance. “This will take us to the ground floor. The quickest way to the wall is through the gardens. We’ll keep to the path, as if we were up to nothing more than an evening stroll.”

      “Evander will act as his guard,” Farren said, her words short and ragged as we descended. The chill in the air caused small puffs of breath to rise with each word spoken as she glanced back at me. “We’ll walk behind, two servants following in case the prince needs anything. Draw your hood up.”

      “There’s a servant’s gate once we reach the wall,” the prince explained as a light appeared below, signaling the foot of the stairs. “My blood will open it. You’re on your own once we’re free.”

      “And the spear?” I prompted.

      “Through here. If you truly mean to restore it, each piece must be given freely.”

      The stairs opened to a narrow stone chamber, barely large enough to hold all of us. There was a wooden trunk in the corner, dusty and out of use. Anyone who stumbled upon this room would assume it was nothing of importance, but Prince Declan paused, holding Farren’s loving gaze. She gave a small dip of her chin, and then they were moving.

      Farren offered me a traveling cloak before securing her own. “These will offer protection without drawing attention. Prince Declan and Evander will have to go without. Servants won’t be looked too closely at, but we can’t risk someone seeing them in traveling clothes.”

      Kneeling, the prince worked free a large, gray stone set in the wall near the floor. Plaster crumbled as the last of it was wrenched free, revealing two small packs. He passed one to Farren who offered Evander and I a sheepish grin.

      “We’ve been planning on fleeing for a while,” she said just as Prince Declan pulled out a long cylinder from his pack. “You two just speed things up.”

      A pulse of power buzzed from the container, coming alive when Price Declan opened the top and tipped it forward. Gold glinted in the dim light, the thin shaft surprisingly simple. Had I not felt the energy radiating from it, I would’ve thought it an inconsequential scrap of weaponry.

      “When we’re out,” the prince said, meeting my gaze. “When Farren is safe—I’ll give this to you, freely, to do with as you wish.”

      “When we’re safe.”

      He gave a tight nod before securing a sword along his hip, the blade gilded enough to pass for a typical night accessory.

      I thought about breaking the wards, to draw Ryuu or Jarek to our sides as soon as possible, but I was fairly certain disrupting them would send a signal to Veles. We needed to be closer to the Walled City’s limits if we were to have any hope for escape.

      With a deep breath, I pulled my hood up and stepped from the cover of the shadows.
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      We followed Prince Declan out of the castle and into the open sky of the gardens. I wanted to keep running, to sprint for the wall looming in the distance, but I forced my steps to remain even, my head bowed as we walked through the gardens. Farren and I trailed after the prince and his acting guard, Evander, at a respectable distance, giving the impression of a leisurely evening walk.

      Jarek was waiting to lux us to safety as soon as I gave the signal, I reminded myself. And Ryuu was close. I could feel him, hovering just beyond reach.

      Each courtier we passed among the flowers and clipped hedges bowed, needing permission to rise before we continued on, and each pause caused my heart to kick up a notch. The gardens were huge, a maze in themselves. I couldn’t let my nervousness show, despite the mounting churning of unease.

      “This is taking too long,” I hissed under my breath, just as a sizable group of courtiers stepped from the palace in the distance and onto the path leading toward us.

      Evander didn’t turn as he answered, “If we run, we’ll draw—”

      “Turn right,” the prince commanded at his side, giving us only a split second to comply and maintain our composed facade.

      The courtiers were much too loud for a proper stroll along the grounds. Their footsteps grew closer, the boisterous prattle gaining on us as they made their way through manicured shrubs. They’re probably drunk, I thought, ignoring my thundering heart.

      “We have to switch course,” Prince Declan muttered, his voice nearly too soft to hear. “The group behind us will be sure to report back to Vesna on our whereabouts. One has already peeled off. If she’s not looking for us yet, she will be soon.”

      Farren worked to clear her throat. “That means we’ll have to pass through Vesna’s garden.”

      My eyes widened, snapping to the back of Prince Declan’s head.

      He turned as if to speak to Evander, but his eyes found Farren. “I’m sorry. It’s our best chance.”

      She inhaled deeply, but nodded as the horrific gate came into view. A strained, nervous energy hovered in the air, our pace increasing as we stepped off the main path.

      “Hurry,” Prince Declan urged, opening the glamoured gate and ushering us in.

      The putrid scent of rotting flesh mixing with potent roses slammed into me. It took everything I had to keep moving, to stay in line with the others, and not overturn the contents of my stomach.

      Careful not to make a sound, we picked our way through the deadly plants and suspended cages. I ignored the subtle, hopeless cries echoing around me—tried not to think about the steady drip of crimson fluid, or the chunks of skin and bone splashed on the tortuous vines.

      A garden of death.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched, of somehow walking into the web rather than extracting myself from it. But when I dared a glance over my shoulder, all was calm.

      With held breath, we passed the last, empty cage. My cage. The pale-pink, satin pillow placed in the center held a bouquet of blooming peonies with a crown of golden roses atop them, mocking in its beauty. A symbol for the Light Queen.

      “Keep moving,” Evander breathed.

      My stomach clenched as I rushed past it, watching as Prince Declan used a thin dagger to slice his palm. He pressed the welling wound to the stone wall. It shimmered softly, the dim light shifting, until a gate appeared, the twin to the first.

      Without speaking a word, the four of us dashed through, the tension across my chest easing as the gate clicked shut behind us. A glance over my shoulder showed the vines growing back, twisting until nothing but a wall of green stood.

      “It’s just ahead,” Prince Declan muttered, starting toward the short stretch of vacant grass between us and the final wall keeping us from our freedom.

      We ran—ran from the looming windows of the castle until the great silver-blue stones of the wall loomed just a few paces ahead.

      The hint of a smile hovered on the prince’s lips as we came to a stop, waiting for him to undo the final wards. He pulled Farren into a deep kiss.

      “I intend to make you my wife tomorrow. When the sun is full and we are beyond their reach, we will finally be free.”

      Farren’s answering smile faltered, her eyes widening at something she saw over Prince Declan’s shoulder. Quicker than I thought she was capable, she wrapped her wings around the prince and spun.

      Her back arched as the thunk of an arrow sank between the feathers of her wings. There were no barbs to protect her—no stopping the second arrow from piercing the patch of skin and muscle next to the first.

      Instinctively, I threw my hands up, soft shimmers of light kitting together a shield. But it was too late.

      “Send the signal,” Evander shouted over the agonized snarl ripping from Prince Declan’s throat.

      Maintaining the shield before us, I lifted my other hand, searching for the wards. They hummed to life under my caress, the intricate network stretching out before me. I started plucking, breaking and bending the wards until I felt a gap yawn open. With forced concentration, I thrust my palm up—just as Ryuu had taught me—sending a spray of glittering light into the sky.

      “It’s done,” I gritted out, holding the shield as arrows rained down upon us, each strike weakening my resolve.

      Farren crumpled into Prince Declan’s waiting arms, and he gathered her to him, holding her tight, her feathered wings outstretched beneath her.

      “I’ll wait for you,” she rasped, scarlet bubbling from her mouth.

      He shook his head, tears flowing freely down his cheeks. “I’m sorry. We should’ve left sooner. We should’ve run the first time you asked me.”

      Farren’s bloodstained lips parted as if to speak, her hand lifting toward Prince Declan’s cheek. But her fingers fell before they reached him, the light leaving her eyes.

      I waited for the prince’s cries, for his pain, but Prince Declan gently laid her down, closing her eyes, before he stood. Cold fury radiated from him, trembling in the muscles spanning his shoulders, in the tight tick of his jaw. Without a word, he reached over his shoulder and pulled free the encased spear.

      “I, Prince Declan, rightful ruler of the Light Kingdom, offer this freely to you.”

      He held out the deceptively discrete cylinder and I took it, securing it in the innermost pocket of my gown.

      A flash of light blazed behind us, producing Jarek a moment later. Jarek took in the scene before us, eyes going wide. I followed his line of sight, watching as the garden was flooded with guards—as the archers in the windows reloaded.

      “Get the others out,” I said, straining against the arrows. “I’ll hold the shield.”

      “No,” Prince Declan said, drawing a long blade. “You were right. I should have put a stop to their plans years ago… I should have killed Vesna when I had the chance.”

      His lip curled in disgust, just as the guards parted for his cousin. Vesna stepped through the shifting wall of the garden, a red slash evident across her palm.

      “Time to go,” Jarek said, reaching for me as a span of large wings blotted out the light of the moon. The ground rumbled as Ryuu landed, his presence alone stalling the approach of Vesna and her entourage.

      Reptilian green eyes met mine, simmering with rage—tempered by something that I hoped was longing.

      “Take his hand, Greer.” Ryuu’s voice burned through me, but I took a step back, fortifying the shield as a fresh wave of arrows thundered against it.

      “No,” I said. “If I leave, you’ll die.”

      “No one else will die today,” the prince said, his voice eerily calm. He inclined his head forward, toward Vesna. “Only them. She wants the throne. She wants me. You’ve angered her, but she won’t come after you if I stay.”

      Ryuu’s jaw ticked, his grip tightening on his long sword. “Vesna might let us leave, but he wants a lot more than just you.”

      My eyes swung, tracking the stalking figure. Arrows halted as silence descended. Heavy footsteps rang across the clearing, the crowd parting slowly.

      Vesna was the last to step aside, an obnoxious smile stretching across her face as Veles emerged.
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      His form shifted, like smoke caught on a breeze. The vague outline of his features hovered a moment longer before they solidified.

      My mouth ran dry as I watched his long, bone-white hair gleam in the dim light, the pallor of his skin intensifying with each second.

      Elara had warned us Veles would reclaim his original body. Ryuu had only freed him from the confines of his last host when he’d killed the Light King. We had all made guesses as to what that really meant, how much power Veles would possess, how much time we would have… Now we knew.

      Veles was not yet corporal—but he was close.

      “Vesna,” Prince Declan called, his voice booming across the yards of grass stretching before us. He took a step toward her, unfazed by Veles’s curious stare or the dozens of arrows trained on him.

      “Stay behind me,” I hissed, checking to make sure the shield was secure.

      But Prince Declan ignored me, his eyes focused on his cousin. “You hideous creature. You’ve been nothing but a parasite to this kingdom, a leech sucking the life and light all around you. Why—why would someone as vile as you get to live, when—”

      “Come now, Declan.” Vesna stepped beside Veles’s partially translucent form with a scowl on her face, but her tone was placating. “This imposter has warped your mind. Whatever lies she’s whispered in your ears can’t be trusted. Let’s get you inside. I’ll draw you a bath myself.”

      “No.”

      Her face dropped, all pretense of kindness dissolving as her upper lip curled into a snarl.

      Prince Declan took another step forward, sword pointed at her. “Every night I was forced to go to your room, I pictured her. Pictured her glorious wings embracing me, her warmth, her softness—in place of your cruel, cold touch. You were nothing but a shadow compared to her. Nothing but a punishment I was forced to endure. You are nothing.”

      The bitterness in his voice wrung a cry of outrage from Vesna. She flitted forward, but Veles’s form vanished and then reappeared before her. He tilted his head to the side, not speaking, but commanding all the same. Vesna snarled once more, but slinked back to her position. Watching.

      The silver strands of his hair caught in the air, the subtle movement made all the more disarming by the fluidity of his shadow self. Veles turned, his silver eyes finding mine—studying me—deciphering my shield.

      He flicked his wrist up, one long finger pointed in my direction.

      A pulse of light rippled out from him, reverberating across the grass until the blast collided with my shield.

      It was powerful, jarring to my bones. Breathing heavily, I attempted to reinforce the splintered pieces, hastily snapping the tendrils of light back together.

      “You’re the one who undid Draven’s wards at Fort Carnifex. Powerful, like your sister… but under-trained.” Veles lifted a brow, stalling just long enough to watch me scramble. “Pity.”

      His hand jerked up before dropping down. A torrent of shimmering light netted together crashed into me from above, forcing me to raise both hands, stretching the shield in a semicircle.

      Vast wings blocked my view in the heartbeat it took for me to brace for Veles’s next blow. Dragon eyes stared down at me, Ryuu’s bowed form hovering over me, wings braced for the worst as Veles launched another blow.

      And another. And another. Each one in a different location. Each one straining me further.

      “Jarek,” Ryuu snapped, looking as if he wanted to command Jarek to grab me, but feared the repercussions of breaking my concentration.

      I glanced toward Jarek just as the archers loosened another round. The arrows sailed through the air, and I was helpless to do anything other than watch as they found the exposed breaks in my shield.

      One of them aimed straight for Jarek.

      Evander flitted forward, knocking Jarek out of the way. A shriek wrenched itself from my chest as Evander fell, scarlet spreading across his back. Jarek cursed, the two of them disappearing a moment later as he luxed them to safety.

      A thundering shout came from Prince Declan moments before he flitted out of the confines of my protection and toward the group of guards with his sword raised high. He moved quicker than any I’ve seen before, even my fae sight had difficulty tracking him. Everywhere the blur of his person had been moments before, bodies remained. Those loyal to him poured out from the palace, having awaited his advancement. There were more than expected—enough to draw the warriors on the grass away from us. Certainly enough to occupy Vesna’s followers, but it was clear Prince Declan wasn’t Veles’s target.

      Seizing upon my weakness, Veles doubled his efforts against my defenses. Wave after wave of light crashed against me, weakening me with each blow, until the intricate network of light surrounding us shattered completely.

      Ryuu’s body shook with the force of Veles’s power, his jaw clenched around the cry of pain threatening to break free.

      “No,” I breathed, eyes wide and damp with tears as I watched Veles lift his hand again.

      His finger fell, sending another blast of power to pummel us.

      Ryuu kept his wings locked tight around me—protecting me as I was unable to protect myself. Unable to protect us. His shoulders shook from each ripple of power, his breathing growing more and more ragged.

      I searched the space around us, frantic to find an escape, a retreat—anything—but Farren was dead and Jarek hadn’t returned.

      Whatever hope I had of us coming out of this alive was quickly dashed as I watched the crowd move. Vesna was surprisingly good at evading Prince Declan’s attacks. He worked his way through the guards, growing closer with each pass.

      There would be no help from the prince. Ryuu and I were on our own.

      “Try again,” Ryuu gritted out, his wings stretching over me. “Pull the shield in. Wrap it around yourself. It takes less contraction—less power.”

      Ignoring the erratic beating of my heart and frantic hysteria pulsing through me, I searched for the light. It buzzed under my command, the molecules knitting together as I compelled them into a shroud around Ryuu’s wings, his shoulders, his back, until his entire body was encased.

      I stared up at him as the pain across his brow lessened. Vertical slits surrounded by smoldering green embers peered down at me. There were so many things I wanted to say to him. So many pent up emotions and unspoken truths. Everything had gotten so complicated.

      “You need to leave when Jarek gets back. I’ll follow.”

      And just like that, my anger was back.

      “I can’t leave,” I snapped. “I can’t maintain the shield at a distance and you’ll be left here—”

      “But you’ll be safe,” he rumbled.

      “I’m not leaving you,” I breathed. “We have a lot to discuss, you and I. You need to stay alive long enough to admit you love me.”

      “Greer,” he protested.

      I narrowed my eyes. “I’m not going! And I’m not done being mad at you for the whole Sorscha thing, not to mention Cress popping up at every turn. There are things I need answers to and I’m not going to leave you here by yourself to face Veles—”

      Ryuu’s eyes flicked over my shoulder as I felt the air shift.

      “Thank the goddess,” Ryuu muttered, giving a curt nod a moment before warm hands grasped my arms and my body was lifted, expanding until I was nothing more than a bright, humming particle whisking through the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            46

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            ELARA

          

        

      

    

    
      Bright rays cut through the early morning mist as Zaeth and I raced across the Air Kingdom. Our horses kept pace alongside each other, even as the peaked plateaus gave way to thick forests along the border of the Dark Kingdom.

      Tendrils of my long, chestnut hair pulled free from my thick braid as the wind whipped against our faces. It felt good to be riding again. I know Ember was enjoying herself. Leaning into the saddle we darted onward, until the earthy scent transitioned into sharper, crisper notes of rolling streams and fresh pine. It was invigorating.

      “Naz sent word yesterday,” Zaeth called over the patter of hoofbeats. “She’s requesting we make a stop on our way north. Ambassador Blackwell has been accused of harming a priestess. It’s not the first allegation of the sort, but Silas has made it clear he doesn’t intend to punish him.”

      “Harming as in…” My voice trailed off, throat thick.

      Zaeth nodded, his fists clenching. “I intended to rectify the situation personally, but Naz insisted we go about it the right way. He’s been staying at a secluded village a few miles north of here. They also haven’t responded to Naz’s request for troops.”

      From everything I knew about Zaeth, he’d wish to destroy the offending party as soon as such hideous accusations were confirmed. The fact that he was entertaining discussions first meant other pieces were in play.

      “You’re worried the village has sided with Silas despite them being under your rule. That others might do the same.”

      Zaeth’s jaw tensed. “The family set as rulers of this village have always aligned themselves with me, even after my father disowned me. They have a small, but strong army, and have ruled the surrounding forests on their own, for the most part. I’ve always seen them more as allies than subjects, but something has changed recently. I intend to discover what that is. And to enact retribution, if needed.”

      “Essentially, we’re completing official-king-business while pretending to randomly stop by?”

      “It should be an easy stop.” Zaeth nodded. “The perfect distance to rest the horses for the night.”

      Zaeth had insisted we ride, despite his ability to fly us to the north in half the time. His wings needed to stay hidden, concealing any hints or confirmation of him being the Dark Phoenix—not that I minded. I’d meant what I said about not wanting to soar hundreds of feet in the air. I didn’t like the idea of placing my life in the hands of another… even if those hands belonged to Zaeth.

      “Naz has requested we meet at Caligo once our search for the spear at the temple has concluded. She said everything is in hand, but Soter has been too occupied to venture south recently. I have a feeling Silas’s influence is causing more problems than we thought. It will be good for our people to see me.”

      I lifted a brow in his direction. “I thought they didn’t like you.”

      His lips tilted into a bitter, baleful smirk. “They don’t need to like me, love. I am the cursed son of the late king, the bastard who forsook a throne to chase death. And, despite my best efforts, whispers of my wings have never fully faded. Many know the truth of who I am, even if they don’t want to admit it.”

      Cinnamon eyes found mine, flaring as his ire spiked.

      “I am the Dark King. The Dark Phoenix. Though many wish I weren’t, all fear me enough to obey.”
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      The evergreen forest expanded around us as we rode north, the light of the day fading as the trees thinned. Small shrubs and hearty vegetation broke up the monotony of tall, thick trunks until the sun started to sink below the horizon and nighttime flowers began to bloom. Zaeth pulled us to a stop as we crested the hill, giving our horses a chance to catch their breath as we gazed into the valley below.

      Orange poppies peeked through tall grasses at the base of ancient trees. Their petals were coated in hues of silver that shimmered in the moonlight, the color vibrant despite the surrounding darkness. I traced their path, noting how the pops of orange grew denser the closer they were to the cluster of trees at the center of the gorge. The trunks stretched wider, branches thicker, until the forest itself was woven together.

      Grand terraces adorned the skyline, the woodwork seeming to stem from the trees themselves. Twinkling lights sprang to life, some peering out from passages spanning the inner portions of the trees, as if they’d been hollowed out. The bark of the inner forest emitted a faint glow, mirroring the shade of pollen along the poppies, illuminating intricate staircases winding up into a cascade of leaves overhead.

      Though we were still a ways off, I could just make out fae stripping decaying leaves from branches. Most were small with iridescent wings, the tallest of their kind reaching my shoulder. Their skin varied in tones, but all appeared to have a thin mist of silver pollen hovering just beneath the surface. They were petite fae, with narrowed frames and wide-set eyes, moving nimbly through the branches.

      Could this really be the collection of fae Zaeth had been worried about? They were intriguing, to be sure, and beautiful. But warriors?

      I beckoned Ember forward, eager for rest as the intensity of the ride caught up with me, but Zaeth snatched the reins before she managed a step.

      “Despite their appearance, they are not a meek people.” Zaeth’s eyes held a hint of amusement as he rebuked me.

      “They aren’t what I expected,” I admitted, clearing my throat.

      Zaeth’s lips twitched. “They use that to their advantage. Many, like yourself, have thought them easy prey. But did you notice the sheen to their skin, the same one coating the petals of the poppies?”

      I nodded, watching as the forest below pulsed with life, waking further as the moon rose.

      “When in bloom, the flowers emit a potent sedative. Those who have grown up among the toxins have built a tolerance over the millennia.”

      Cocking my head to the side, I studied the small fae, clueless to our staring. “They have a genetic immunity to it?”

      “Something like that,” Zaeth answered. “When others wander through the valley during a bloom, they fall victim to the pollen. Bodies litter the ground, providing nutrition to the plants.”

      My eyes snapped to him as his explanation triggered a forgotten memory. “The poppies consume the bodies?”

      “Yes.” He flashed me a smile. “Snaking vines slowly pull the bodies down, dragging them beneath the earth to be absorbed over the years.”

      My mouth fell open as I turned my attention back to the flowers and trees before us. “The Sleeping Forest.”

      “Very good, love.” He grinned. “The last bloom was only a few decades ago. Though the pollen is far less potent during the lull in between, it would still weaken a fae.”

      “It could send us into the sleeping curse?”

      Zaeth shook his head. “For a human, maybe, but you could run through the current field and only be gifted with a long sleep. No longer than a few days.”

      “That I can get on board with,” I joked as the tension across my shoulders eased. I watched the small fae plucking leaf after leaf with care before tucking them into small, twine sacks. “What are they doing?”

      “They’re preparing for Samhain.”

      I lifted a brow, tracking a slim fae with narrow wings carrying a bulky sack toward the ground. My eyes widened, focusing on the large piles of leaves constructed in a circle around a particularly wide trunk. The fae up-turned her sack, adding the leaves, before making her way back to the canopy.

      “The veil between the world of the living and the dead will be thinnest in three days’ time,” Zaeth explained. “By stripping the leaves, they’re ridding themselves of the past season and making way for the next.”

      “I thought Samhain was the beginning of winter—an ushering in of death.”

      I felt Zaeth’s gaze shift to me, but refused to look at him. Samhain wasn’t something to be celebrated—it was something to be endured. It symbolized the start of the hardest part of the year, one in which food was scarce and snow was plentiful.

      Once he realized I wasn’t going to elaborate, Zaeth continued. “Some do celebrate the night, taking comfort in being closer to loved ones taken too soon. In the north, grand masquerades are held. Of course, there are some with more malicious intentions who use the evening to commune with creatures beyond our realm, but most view the holiday as a renewal of sorts.”

      “Renewal?” I asked, lifting an incredulous brow.

      Zaeth’s cinnamon gaze was steady, discerning. “Yes. Winter—the extending darkness—it’s peaceful for some. Cleansing. It’s a time to distance yourself from all that has passed, to cut ties with expectations that weren’t met, and sow new dreams for the future.” Zaeth tilted his head. “Why do you find the idea of Samhain being a peaceful day—a day worth celebrating—difficult to believe?”

      I shifted on the saddle, uncomfortable with how easily Zaeth was able to read me. With a sigh, I finally met his waiting gaze.

      “Because Samhain is my birthday.”
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      Eager for an escape from Zaeth’s piercing gaze, I leaned forward, urging Ember toward the field of poppies and the village of trees beyond, but his hand grasped the reins again before I got the chance.

      “Your birthday is in three days and you didn’t think to tell me?”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t think you would care.”

      He inhaled sharply as if I’d slapped him, but his grimace was smoothed into a neutral expression before I blinked. Something twisted in my chest at the flicker of hurt I’d caught… at the detached mask he thought he needed to hide it.

      “Zaeth, I didn’t mean— “

      “We’ll leave the horses. Though the toxins should be low, I’d prefer not to risk trekking through the poppies. I used to travel here as a newly shifted fae. They’re one of the only villages who are used to my wings. I don’t reveal them to most, but The Sleeping Forest remains isolated without the desire or means to travel.”

      I stared at him a moment longer as his words washed over me. He would need to carry us over the blossoms. A weight settled in my stomach. I’d be trapped in Zaeth’s arms, soaring through the air over a field of flesh-eating flowers. The lack of control didn’t sit well with me, but everything else…

      “Okay,” I squeaked, unstrapping my bag.

      I heard the subtle rustle of Zaeth’s own things as he did the same, releasing the horses to graze. We’d find them in the morning. It used to worry me, but Zaeth explained they’d be able to make their way back to the Air Kingdom if necessary.

      Trying not to get caught staring, I dared a shy glance over my shoulder and watched as he shifted to his winged form.

      It was the same as before—just as enthralling. Just as alluring.

      His shoulders broadened as the muscles beneath his now-straining tunic rippled, thickening and strengthening to support the weight of his glorious obsidian wings. A silver ring flared to life around his irises and the tips of his fangs peeked out beneath his upper lip as he spoke.

      “The fae of The Sleeping Forest are nocturnal, choosing to live their life under the guidance of the moon. I’ll insist on a few hours rest for us now, but we’ll need to wake a before sunrise to meet with them.”

      I nodded, having to tilt my head up to meet his gaze as I stepped closer. I felt like I needed to say something to smooth the rift between us, but Zaeth’s arms were around me in a flash.

      “Hold on.” His chest rumbled as his wings expanded, thrusting down and launching us up.

      A gasp stole from my lips as I clutched him tighter, my fingers gripping the front of his tunic as we rose. Inhaling his masculine scent, I allowed myself to nestle deeper against his chest, curving my body into his. His spine stiffened at the display, but after a moment the tension across his shoulders eased.

      It felt weird, stripping my defenses and allowing this vulnerability… but this was Zaeth. I’d believed him to be a ruthless dark fae, someone who would kill indiscriminately just as easily as breathing. But he’d never harmed an innocent. On the contrary, Zaeth had spent the last few years of his life trying to save humans and fae alike.

      And, for some reason, he’d stuck by me when I’d been little more than a husk. Zaeth had returned, day after day, teasing and taunting me until I’d healed enough to try. Until I’d learned how to forge the grief crushing me into a steel plate of armor—the attached weight to be worn, rather than clasped around my ankles.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, knowing he would hear me despite the wind rushing past us. “For caring.”

      His fingers tightened along my shoulders, along my thighs, as the silence settled into a comfortable peace. The wind rushed past, lulling me to sleep as the fatigue of the day caught up. Feeling the whisper of a kiss graze the top of my head—the small act soothing the jagged little pieces of my heart—I let myself sink further into Zaeth and drift to unconsciousness.
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      Coarse sheets shifted around me as the bed dipped.

      I vaguely remembered landing in the upper branches of the forest, and being greeted by a small cluster of fae. Their thin, iridescent wings reflected the subtle rays of the moon as Zaeth spoke quickly, apologizing for our unannounced arrival, and thanking them for their hospitality.

      We were shown to a room in the heart of the tree soon after, the wide trunk hollowed out into a small but cozy space. Gratefully, I’d fallen asleep quickly. Much too soon, Zaeth was urging me to wake.

      “Go away,” I said, pulling the rough, quilted sheets over my head and turning toward the wall.

      Zaeth’s deep chuckle rumbled behind me as his hand tugged the quilt down again. “It’s time, love. Lord Caelitem is waiting.”

      Groaning, I turned toward his voice. Blinking the sleepiness from my eyes, I sat up. A rumpled pillow and thin blanket were on the floor, caught in the white light filtering in from the overhead window.

      “You slept on the floor?”

      His lips twitched. “Would you have preferred me in bed beside you?”

      “No,” I said, but the flush of my cheeks betrayed me. Ignoring the stretch of his grin, I pushed from the bed, happy I’d slept fully clothed. Standing before the small hanging mirror, I wove my hair into a long braid and cleared my throat. “So, what’s the plan?”

      Zaeth took a few steps to the narrow table with our various weapons laid upon it and began going through the process of strapping each into place. “We need to ensure that Lord Caelitem remains loyal to the crown, while also investigating and proving Silas's man, Ambassador Blackwell, deserves to be surrendered into my custody. Before any of that can happen, I must discuss war plans. Alderidge has been spotted just south of here. It’s too close for my comfort.”

      Alderidge.

      His name alone spiked rage coursing through my veins. Tying a knot at the base of my braid, I joined Zaeth at the table, starting on my own weapons.

      “Our enemies are closing in around us, and I fear there are more than we realize lingering in the shadows. They’ve continued attacking—slaughtering—while we search for an elusive salvation.” Zaeth shook his head, searching my eyes as he took a step closer.

      I swallowed, the heat of his body clashing with the chill running down my spine.

      “We’re losing,” I breathed, frustration and sorrow lancing through me as I blinked away angry tears. “Will gave his life for the goddess—for Pax—to save this world. We can’t let them win.”

      Zaeth’s hand came up, his thumb stroking my cheek and catching the tear that had tumbled free. My breathing hitched as I watched him raise it to his lips, heat flaring in my cheeks—pooling lower—as he opened his mouth and sucked.

      “Do not give them your pain. Your wrath, your vengeance, yes. But they are unworthy of your tears.”

      A sharp rapping on the door drew us apart. I was pleased to see the noise had startled Zaeth as well.

      “Your Highness, Lord Caelitem sent me to show you to the dining hall.” A high-pitched male voice sounded from the hall.

      Zaeth opened the door, the fae immediately bowing in respect. “Thank you. Elara and I are nearly ready.”

      With another gracious bow, the fae turned to wait in the hall as Zaeth shut the door.

      “Do you have everything of importance on your person?”

      I frowned, but shook my head. “Just clothes, bedding, and food in my pack. Why?”

      Zaeth dipped his voice, being sure even listening fae ears wouldn’t overhear us. “Lord Caelitem has never summoned me, and make no mistake, this show of escorting us is most definitely a summons. Judging by the posture and outline of a dagger secured beneath his sleeve, I suspect the servant sent to show us to the dining hall is actually a guard.”

      “Should we leave? Return with more men?”

      He tilted his head to the side, as though weighing the options. “Not yet. He hasn’t blatantly denounced the throne, but stay close and stay alert. At the first hint of a trap, we’ll flee. The horses will be able to find their way back to the safety of the Air Kingdom.”

      Zaeth plastered on a false smile as we entered the hall. The fae nodded, but it was stiff and I could make out the glint of steel just at the cuff of his sleeve. Servant indeed.

      My fingers itched for a blade, matching the primed energy radiating off our guide, but I refrained. Zaeth’s lips curved into a bemused smirk, as if he knew the turn my thoughts had taken.

      We followed the small fae across suspended bridges connecting the ancient trees. Despite our escort, I was able to appreciate how beautiful the pathways were. Living branches were woven together, the bark still thick and flushed with nutrients. Life was all around us, buzzing with energy as the moon shone bright in the late night sky. There were no overt signs of deceit and with most of the leaves removed, the trees surrounding us offered little opportunities for an ambush… but the fine hairs along my arms pricked with unease as the number of servants increased.

      We stopped upon arriving at the largest of the oaks, its thick, shimmering roots clawing into the earth with a radiant glow. A set of simple double-doors at the end of the suspended high bridge were thrown open just as the disguised guard reached for them.

      A male stepped forward, his arms held open in greeting as his dark eyes settled on Zaeth. “Your Highness, I am honored by your visit.”

      He was tall for their kind, nearly as tall as I was. His silver silk tunic was fastened with a tie of braided vines, and a crown of poppies sat upon his long, bark-brown hair, the bright-orange blossoms stark against his dark locks.

      I lifted a brow toward Zaeth, catching the flash of something darker in his eyes as he noted the crown, but he spoke with the controlled tone of someone raised at court. “The honor is mine, Lord Caelitem. I’m only sorry I couldn’t come sooner. Nazneen told me there has been some trouble with correspondence.”

      The Lord’s iridescent wings twitched, his smile growing tight around the edges as he beckoned us forward with an over-the-top flourish.

      We entered the hall, the guard-lined room and the low ceilings heightening my discomfort. Moving closer to Zaeth, I took in our surroundings. A grand, wooden table spanned the middle, set with quaint platters of grains and berries. Windows were carved along the edges of the room, and there was an additional door at the back of the room, set to the side of the would-be throne placed at the head of the table.

      Lord Caelitem swept forward, taking his seat in the grand chair, before gesturing toward the other seats beside him.

      “Join me.”

      A thin dark fae with greasy hair and a soft jaw peeled away from the group of guards near the head of the table. Lord Caelitem stiffened as the fae sat beside him. Looking like it took a considerable amount of effort, he schooled his features into a polite mask as he met Zaeth’s waiting gaze. “Your Highness, this is Ambassador Blackwell, Lord Silas’s person.”

      Ambassador Blackwell, the fae responsible for terrorizing the priestess. Zaeth’s eyes narrowed, the subtle ring around his irises flaring.

      “I’ve heard much about the wayward Dark King,” Ambassador Blackwell said, his lips twisting into a yellowed-teeth grin. “Please, Your Highness, take a seat. We have much to discuss.”

      We didn’t, choosing to remain standing on the far side of the room.

      Lord Caelitem shifted in his seat. “As you know, we’re a secluded group, Your Highness. Sometimes messages don’t reach us.”

      Zaeth grinned, the predatory gesture allowing the tips of his fangs to show. “Then, by all means, let me catch you up. Veles and his brothers have returned.”

      Lord Caelitem stiffened.

      “I’m glad to see your people remain unaffected by their horrors, but the rest of Pax hasn’t been as fortunate—”

      “Father! Is he really staying?” A young woman, maybe a year or two younger than Lannie, with wide eyes and wings slightly too big for her body burst through a side door, her whole face lit with excitement. Gleeful anticipation radiated through her small body as she continued, oblivious to our presence. “I’ve prepared his favorite room, just in case. Did he ask about me?”

      The tension in the room lightened as a genuine smile broke across Lord Caelitem’s face. “Yes, Zela, my dear. His Highness has blessed us with a visit, and has brought a guest.”

      She followed her father’s line of sight, horror etched on to every corner of her face as she realized Zaeth had been present the entire time.

      “Thank you, Zela,” Zaeth said, offering her a gentle smile. “But unfortunately, I can’t stay. Your father and I were discussing matters of the kingdom.”

      “Oh! Is this about the poppies? We’re so sorry your current supply has run short, but Father has made such progress. The fields are coming along beautifully and are due to bloom any day now.”

      Zaeth stilled, his rigid posture reflected through the room.

      “Zela, his Highness has much more important things to attend to,” Ambassador Blackwell said, his thin voice grating.

      Remaining oblivious to the thick tension, Zela reached for Zaeth’s hand—a young girl reaching for her crush with wide-eyed captivation.

      “It will only take a moment. Come,” she said, dragging us from the room and under the lightening night sky. “I’ll show you.”

      Her father started to protest, but Zela essentially stilled Lord Caelitem’s hand as she linked her small arm with Zaeth’s. She tugged him onward, leading us around the great oak.

      “We’ve never had to plant the flowers ourselves before,” she said, words bubbling with excitement. “But the advice given to us by your men worked! When flowers grown in a nurturing environment are thrust into harsh conditions, their pollen levels spike. A deep slumber was achieved with the last two harvests, but father says this one will be the strongest—maybe even deadly.

      “We weren’t expecting Lord Alderidge for another week, but I could pluck a few early blossoms to test, if you’d like.”

      She sounded so proud—so hopeful—as she led us to the edge. Letting go of Zaeth’s arm, she skipped to the railing, putting a breath’s distance between us. The distance Lord Caelitem had been waiting for.

      The notching of a dozen arrows sounded, their points aimed straight at us.
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      Cold earth bit into my knees as Jarek released me. I blinked, looking around to find The Walled City of Alora gone, replaced by a distinctly different forest—one of pine and the hint of lavender on the horizon.

      “Stay here,” Jarek barked, before luxing once more.

      “Are you okay?” Evander dashed to my side, the red stain across his chest showing where the arrow had pierced the span of his torso. Noting my gaze, he waved off my concern. “Jarek already healed me. I’m fine.”

      Pushing to a standing position, I took in our surroundings and cursed. We were on the edge of the Air Kingdom, just inside the Light Kingdom’s northern border. “In that case, no. I’m not all right. Jarek should’ve gotten Ryuu to safety first. He’s left defenseless—”

      Snow-white wings with a speckle of brown swept across my shoulders as Jarek and Ryuu appeared. The force nearly caused me to topple to the ground once more, but Ryuu’s strong grip centered me.

      “I’m never defenseless, Greer.” He scowled, his accent rolling the last ‘r’ of my name.

      I scowled right back at him, my hands coming to rest on my hips. “You’re not invincible Prince Ryuu Virtus—”

      “Enough,” Evander snapped, worried eyes focused on Jarek. “We need to return to the Air Kingdom. None of the light royals can lux, but Veles…”

      “Veles is something else,” Jarek said, meeting Evander’s searing gaze. His hands were braced on his knees and his complexion was a few shades lighter than normal, but fury burned in his eyes as he stared at Evander.

      “He’s not fully corporal yet,” Ryuu said. “We’re safe, for now.”

      Jarek continued to glare at Evander and when he finally spoke, his voice was low, rigid with anger. “How could you?”

      Evander blinked. “What?”

      Jarek straightened, closing the few steps between them. “How could you have been so reckless? That arrow was meant for me,” he seethed. “You could have died.”

      “We all could have died,” Evander said, shaking his head. “I could have died every second I was behind those walls. At least I was able to save you.”

      “I don’t need saving,” Jarek snapped. “I don’t want your death on my hands.”

      “Had I died, it wouldn’t have been on your hands,” Evander responded icily. “It was my decision to step in front of you.”

      “Yes, but it would’ve been my fault.”

      Evander’s eyes widened, surprise replacing rage as something in Jarek’s gaze caught his attention. The silence stretched between them, heavy and heated, and when Evander finally spoke, his voice was nearly too low to be heard.

      “I didn’t think. I saw the arrow coming and—and I couldn’t just let it…” Evander swallowed, his thumb coming up to brush a strand of blond hair back from Jarek’s face.

      Jarek leaned into his touch, closing his eyes for the briefest of moments before pulling back. “You’re right. We need to leave.”

      Ryuu cleared his throat. “Agreed. Are you recovered enough to lux back with him to the safety of the Air Kingdom?”

      Jarek shook his head, but didn’t take his eyes off of Evander. “I’ll need to rest for a bit. An hour, maybe more. If Veles had the power to follow us, he would have by now. Evander will stay with me while you get Greer back to safety.”

      Ryuu lifted a brow, but nodded. “We’ll expect you in an hour.”

      “Maybe two,” Jarek amended, his lips twisting into a wicked grin.

      Evander’s cheeks blazed scarlet, the flush reaching the tips of his ears.

      I smirked and was about to make a comment about what type of resting required two hours, but Ryuu gave a terse nod.

      “If you’re not back by dawn, I’ll send a team.”

      “Don’t bother,” Jarek said, taking a step closer to Evander. “On second thought, we’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “By the goddess,” Ryuu muttered, turning away.

      Before I could so much as offer an inappropriate comment, Ryuu’s arms swept under my knees, cradling me to his chest as his great wings pumped, and launched us into the sky.
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        * * *

      

      Despite the stress of the evening, I managed to fall asleep as we flew. The moon was low in the sky when Ryuu swept onto the terrace outside of his room, landing gracefully, before depositing me like a discarded sack of grain on a cushion chair. I landed in a heap, my wayward curls already spilling from the tight braids.

      Brushing back the worst of them, I shoved myself up to a stand, rounding on Ryuu as he stomped inside. “What is your problem?”

      “Enough, Greer.” He sighed, unstrapping the sword along his spine. He set the blade down on the wooden table before moving on to various other weapons hidden on his person.

      “Jarek had every right to be worried about Evander,” I said, unable to find the courage to confront him about what I really wanted to discuss.

      Ryuu lifted a brow in my direction, removing his shirt as he added a few more blades to the table of weapons. He started on the scabbards next, undoing the straps cinched along his forearms.

      Tossing them on top of the pile of discarded weapons, Ryuu shot me a glare. “Evander had everything perfectly in hand.”

      My breathing quickened as I closed the distance between us. I stared up at his now bare arms and chest. The hard planes of his body were just as enticing as ever—just as strong and as powerful—but my eyes snagged on the vertical scar in the middle of his chest.

      And despite the dire situation, the fact that he’d purposely kept his past with Sorscha a secret, or that Cress had propositioned him for far more than just friendship—despite him being the next ruler in line for the Air Kingdom and hiding it from—I wanted him.

      “I watched him stab you,” I breathed, voice soft as I felt the anguish of that day rise up. My fingers lifted of their own accord, tracing the silver outline of his scar. Fae didn’t scar, not unless the wound took far too long to heal… not unless it was nearly fatal.

      “I had thought you were invincible then. You were riddled with arrows and still had barely slowed. But then that sword pierced your chest.” My voice broke, eyes flicking up to his. “And my world stopped.”

      His eyes widened, the tension across his shoulders shifting into concern—concern for me. He lifted a large hand, slowly, until the warmth of his palm was resting against my cheek, tilting my chin up. “That won’t happen again.”

      “You don’t know that,” I pleaded, hating the prick of tears that stung my eyes. “I watched the blade sink between your wings and burst out the other side. And I couldn’t reach you. I thought you were gone, taken from me before I ever had the chance to…”

      Ryuu’s breathing hitched as his eyes shifted, the monster within peering down at me. I could sense its presence, like a subtle prickling along my spine, reaching deeper into the very essence of who I was.

      “I see you,” I breathed, speaking to his monster. “And I am not afraid.”

      Ryuu flinched away, his hands bracing on either side of his head as he fought for control. “Get out of here, Greer. There’s no future for us. There can’t be.”

      Ignoring him, I reached forward, begging him to give us a chance. “I’m not leaving. He knows—Ryuu. Your dragon knows we’re meant to be together. Let him see me. Test me. I’m ready.”

      Because I was. When he’d been stabbed, I’d desperately wished to go with him—to join him in the afterlife rather than be left alone. I realized everything else, all the trivial problems of his throne and past lovers, my jealousy—it didn’t matter. Because those few, fleeting moments when I’d thought I would be forced to live in this world without him… they were unbearable.

      “You don’t understand what you’re asking,” he gritted out.

      I swore he was growing larger. Taller. “It’s us. In this life or the next, it will always be us.”

      A shiver rattled through him at my words, back bowing. The soft, light feathers of his wings began to thin, the golden barbs within stretching, until they melded together, growing and thinning until a massive pair of leathery wings stood in their place. The bridge of his nose had flattened slightly, the whites of his eyes eclipsed with black, and the smoldering green flecks I’d come to crave burned brighter. There was a faint shimmer coating his skin and newly-formed wings—like the whisper of a dragon’s hide.

      The promise of danger hovered, heavy in the air, and still, I didn’t fear him.

      He was wild and primal.

      Captivating and savage.

      “I see you,” I repeated, needing him—his dragon—to believe me. To understand. “And I am not afraid.”

      The edge of his lips pulled into a feral grin and when he spoke his voice was deeper, his accent thick. “Come, darling. Let us see if you can withstand the beast.”

      Before I had time to scream, the dragon snared me in his grasp and launched us into the fading night sky.
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      Dressing after dressing.

      Stitch after stitch.

      Attack after attack.

      The metallic scent of blood and sterile chemicals clung to my skin. Some days I feared it would sink beneath, embedding itself in my genetic make up forever.

      But today was a good day. There had been no new attacks. Those who wouldn’t survive had already passed, leaving only the recovering filling the infirmary.

      The respite was sure to be short lived. We hadn’t gone longer than three days without a fresh batch of patients. Without another wave of families slaughtered.

      This was my life, now. My brothers had all been killed—whether indirectly by Veles via the storm, or by the blade wielded by his followers. My parents were long since gone, leaving only me and my wayward sisters. Death just kept coming.

      No matter how many bodies I repaired, more always seemed to take their place. Alarik’s last update confirmed that Veles and his brothers were growing bolder. Cú sídhe roamed the Borderlands in large packs, their attacks practically unchecked because of the number of Fractured slaughtering poorly protected villages, portaled there by Alderidge.

      I knew the fae were helping. Soter came often enough, delivering more supplies, while Naz’s army mitigated the largest of the battles.

      But it wasn’t enough. We were dying.

      They.

      That small, inner voice whispered the word, begging me to release the fae gifts lodged within. I had resented them, at first. I hated the idea that I was fae, even half, because that meant Mother had lied to us. It meant that we would have been capable of achieving so much more in our lives if she hadn’t bound us. Will might have been able to shoulder the burden of being the goddess’s oracle.

      Will might have lived.

      And I couldn’t live with that truth laid bare before me.

      But as body after body succumbed to mortal injuries, I had started to reach for my gifts, for anything that could help.

      They just hadn’t come.

      Not fully. My tonics were more potent, but I couldn’t heal the way fae could. I don’t know why I expected them to surface. Because it came easily for my sisters? Because they had shifted without consciously trying?

      But we were each out own person. El was dark and gloomy, even at her best times, which I had only recently realized was her struggling to accept all the different versions of herself. She was learning who she was and slowly working to embrace it.

      I wondered if Zaeth was helping her. Alarik wouldn’t have—couldn’t, really. We had gotten to know each other these last few weeks. He was a good man, and he cared for my sister in his own way, but someone who was intrinsically good couldn’t understand those of us born a little cruel. A little selfish. Good intentions barred, he would have tried to fix her, and that wasn’t what El needed.

      Greer’s curvy body, despite our lack of steady food, was something that had forced her to grow up fast. I’d heard her crying in the shower a few years ago when she’d returned from the market with Will. She hadn’t wanted to talk about what had happened and I didn’t press the matter, but I sat with her afterwards, handing her a calming tea while I held her.

      She’d grown since then, rejecting the role of the pretty, little princess Mother wished her to play and had evolved into her confident, albeit loud at times, self. She was beautiful and bubbly—everything I wasn’t.

      And I didn’t want to be like her. Or El. I wanted to be like me, if only I knew what that looked like.

      I finished tying off the last of the leg dressing, looking up at the gray-haired man. “The skin is healing nicely. No signs of infection. We’ll keep it covered for another few days, but you should be back to normal in no time.”

      My lips stretched into a comforting smile—a reflex at this point. Gods, when was the last time I’d smiled and meant it?

      Ser.

      Pressing to a stand, I caught sight of her fiery red hair. She was hovering in the doorframe, having just completed her own section of patients an hour prior. The tips of her long hair were damp, a few water droplets splashing the top of her light blue dress, the wetness darkening the fabric. She must have only just showered.

      Her soft lips tugged into a gentle smile as she stepped forward. The scent of chamomile and honey greeted me, and that ever-present band of pressure around my chest eased.

      “Hi,” she said tentatively, glancing at the filled beds in the room before weaving her hand in mine.

      “Hi,” I breathed, pulling her into a deep embrace and shamelessly burrowing my face in the slope of her neck.

      She hadn’t been open about her sexuality before me. When we’d talked about it, she said she had known how she felt, but hadn’t dated anyone. She wasn’t sure how people at the base would look at us, and because of the unknown, she remained more reserved in public.

      I wasn’t sure either, but with death all around us, I knew I wasn’t going to hide. We’d done little more than kiss, but each brush of her lips, each stroke of her fingers sent a rush of heat pulsing through my body, fighting off the chill that gathered each day. And with our relationship already strained due to my responsibilities of being the primary healer, I’d been more aggressive at seeking her out when I had the chance.

      “I know you’re busy, but some of the children are putting on a play in the city. Ahmya has the stage set up and you’ve missed all the wedding planning lately—”

      “Let’s go,” I said, surprising myself.

      Ser froze, eyes going wide before a giddy smile broke across her face. “Are you sure?”

      Glancing around the room, I did a quick inventory. All patients were stable. There were a few wounds I’d feel more comfortable tending to myself, but I had a few hours. I looked back at Ser, at the hope shining through her copper eyes.

      “Yes, I’m sure.”

      She beamed. Lacing her fingers through mine, she stopped only long enough to grab our jackets before tugging me from the room, no doubt eager to leave before I changed my mind.

      A gray, overcast sky blanketed us as we made our way down, the crowd growing larger until we were forced to stop a ways back from the half-moon stage constructed in the square below. Large, maroon curtains were set up along the edges, allowing the giggling children in their shadows to feel as if this were a proper production.

      There weren’t enough of them—children. The number of pregnancies had diminished since the storm, and those that survived the birthing process rarely made it past the first year.

      I’d found a few scribbled notes in Healer Grant’s study as we sorted through his things confirming that the falling birth rates were to do with the state of the world and lingering effects from the storm, but the number of people choosing not to procreate had also increased. That I understood. Not bringing children into this world was the only logical choice. If the mass casualties of Pax hadn’t made up my mind, delivering babies would have.

      We lost so many pregnancies, hopeful mothers as well… the whole process was wrought with risk. Even those fortunate enough to survive were often left with trauma from the whole thing. I had every intention of never experiencing it myself.

      Ser squeezed my hand, somehow knowing when I started to drift. Knowing when I needed her to anchor me.

      I blinked, clearing my mind of the melancholy thoughts and focusing on the life around us. Leaning into Ser, I tried to let my worries go.

      Being out in the open like this—a large group of unarmed families—was a recipe for disaster. This was the type of gathering Veles loved to capitalize on. But despite ancient wards failing across the seven kingdoms, the ones around the base held. I focused on that, on the fact that we were protected here.

      “Ahmya finished the last of her alterations yesterday,” Ser said, trying to distract me from my mind. “Her wedding gown is beautiful.”

      “Did she go with the short one or the rounded one?” I asked, trying to participate in the conversation.

      Ser snorted. “Neither. It’s form-fitting, made mostly from lace. The neckline is high, and the full-length sleeves taper into points that circle her center fingers with a slim band. She’s even found these stunning black heels to pair with it.”

      “Black? Isn’t that a bad color for a wedding?”

      “That was my thought as well,” Ser said, her cheeks turning the lightest shade of pink. “But Ahmya said the hint of black was needed to keep her feeling like a fraud.”

      I laughed, picturing Ser squirming under what was sure to have been a too detailed explanation from Ahmya.

      “The wedding is set for Yule, but I have a feeling they may wake up one morning and elope,” Ser said, a quiet smile gracing her cheeks.

      “Is that what you would want?” I asked, holding her gaze as her eyes flicked to mine. “An intimate ceremony?”

      “Yes,” she said. She flushed scarlet, but didn’t look away.  “Something special, but personal. A simple gown and the person I love.”

      “That sounds perfect,” I breathed, clutching her hand in mine.

      An easy silence fell over us as we let the clamor of the day rise up. It looked like the whole city had turned out. Families smiled and gossiped with one another, and several vendors had donated food for the occasion. Little tables were set up with small sized treats, the scent on the air indicating they were a combination of sweet and salty.

      Ahmya leapt onto the stage, the maroon curtains at her back. Her business had been booming, despite the dire times. Ser had mentioned something about Ahmya providing the lowest costs for clothing in the city. She even accepted food and trade as payment.

      Ahmya tried to speak, waving her hands to rein in the city’s attention, but the sheer volume of the crowd drowned out her voice.

      Vidarr stepped forward, issuing a loud, shrill whistle that cut through the chatter. He cleared his throat as all eyes turned to him. “Right, uh, Ahmya has something to say.”

      Her midnight eyes looked up at him in wonder, as if him being next to her, quieting the crowd for her, was a dream.

      “Thank you all for coming,” Ahmya called, speaking loudly as she turned to the crowd. “The children and I are very excited to show you our production celebrating the beginning of Fall, or Samhain. As most of you choose to hold your own ceremonies, we thought it best to kick off the celebrations early. Without further ado, we welcome you to our show.”

      Ahmya gave a rather large curtsy, holding her plain but pretty dress as if it were a ballgown, before accepting Vidarr’s waiting arm to help her off the stage.

      Small children clamored about as the production got underway and the crowd gave gasps and giggles when they were meant to, but my mind wandered.

      Samhain—El’s birthday. I’d forgotten.

      Greer’s birthday had passed only days after Will’s death. We were all still processing, but this? My stomach clenched. Gods, why was everything so messed up?

      A year ago, we were together—all of us. We may not have been well off, or even safe, but we were together. And now…

      The fine hairs on the back of my neck pricked, cutting through my thoughts. I swore there was blood in the air, fresh blood. The type that meant death had come again.

      I spun, searching the clusters of families, ignoring the eruption of cheers around us.

      “Lannie?” Ser asked. “What is it?”

      “Something’s happened,” I said, working my way to the base atop the city, following the foreboding scent on the breeze.

      Ser tugged her hand from mine. “Lannie, just stop.”

      I blinked.

      “You can’t spend all your time in the infirmary. People are dying—I know that—but that’s even more reason you need to live. You can’t keep doing this. You need a break. I need a break.”

      I saw the way her chest heaved, how her cheeks pinked from the force of her words. Only moments ago, we’d talked about promises of a life together, about finding and relishing one of simple happiness. And now… My pulse beat wildly in my chest, understanding something my mind wasn’t able to.

      There were tears in Ser’s eyes, not yet spilling onto the splash of freckles on her cheeks, but hovering along the lids, as if they were waiting for my response. Waiting to see if they needed to be shed.

      “You… need a break?”

      A tear dropped.

      “No. Yes?” she stuttered. “I miss you, Lannie. I want you, but you’re never around. You’re always working.”

      I shook my head, still confused as to what was happening.

      “I’m trying to save as many lives as possible—”

      “Yes, I know. And I’m not faulting you for that.”

      “It seems like you are.”

      “I’m not,” she said, the tears flowing freely. “You’re incredible. Brave and intelligent. And when we’re together, like today, it’s perfect. My soul feels at peace—but we hardly see each other.”

      My breaths came in short succession, my mind desperately working to find the logic in this. To find the solution.

      “You don’t think I want time away from the infirmary?” I asked, the words far shriller than I had intended. “When I step out of that room, people die. When I sleep, when I shower, when I attempt to swallow a few lumps of food, people die—”

      “Lannie!” Alarik’s call echoed over the heads of those around us, snapping my neck in his direction. He was covered in swatches of crimson and black. A shallow cut grazed his arm, a small line of blood visible through the torn fabric.

      “Lannie!” he called again.

      And I answered.

      As I always did.

      I spared a glance for Ser, the devastation in her gaze nearly undoing the careful control I’d held onto all of my life—nearly. But not quite.

      The crowd parted for us, those in the back turning to watch as we passed. Kavan was behind him, as well as the twins. They were kind, always staying with the wounded longer than required, always helping ease some of the grief.

      “Where were you?” Cadoc snapped, stepping out from behind the others. “There are injured humans up there you should be tending to.”

      My spine stiffened, but I picked up my pace, the group of us leaving Ser and the masses behind.

      “What is it?” I asked, directing my question to Alarik and doing my best to ignore Cadoc’s sneer.

      Alarik shook his head, the group of us coming to a stop atop the ridge overlooking the city below.

      “Neith has fallen.”
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      “Zela,” Lord Caelitem called. “Fly into the heart of the field and stay there until this is finished.”

      Her bushy brows furrowed. “Father?”

      “Now!” Lord Caelitem barked.

      Zaeth used the distraction, his strong arms wrapping around my waist as his wings shielded us from a dozen arrows. They pinged off the silver barbs, protecting us, as Zaeth tipped us over the side of the railing and into the heart of the shimmering, orange blossoms below.

      As we fell, I twisted, clutching to Zaeth’s neck as the field of orange poppies rose to greet us. Just before we crashed, Zaeth’s wings unfurled, swooping us in a wide arc. Pollen swirled in a vast wave behind as we sailed toward Zela’s crouched form.

      “Hold fire!” Lord Caelitem called, fear nearly strangling his words. “Wait until my daughter is clear.”

      Zela’s head jerked up, her horrified gaze focusing on the throng of fae trailing after us. Stubborn determination settled across her brow as we passed. In a split second, her small wings fluttered, pulling her above the poppies. They hummed furiously, intent on keeping up with us.

      “Zela, stay down,” Zaeth commanded, slowing just enough to keep her alongside us.

      Her conviction faltered, her wings dipping before her efforts were renewed. “Father won’t let them shoot—not while I’m here.”

      “I can handle them,” Zaeth breathed, but Zela shook her head.

      “Not with the toxin, Your Highness,” she huffed, strained from the effort it took to keep pace. “It’s three times stronger than the last. They would have to pierce your body, but half-a-dozen arrows would still your wings. A few more, your heart.”

      Risking a glance between Zaeth’s wings, I saw there were dozens of guards flying behind us, each with bows ready the moment Zela slowed. Zaeth’s arms tightened as Zela’s fearful eyes turned to mine.

      “I’ll keep flying, blocking their shots until I can’t. We can’t match your speed, Your Highness, especially with the rising sun.”

      I glanced ahead, watching as the rich indigo of the night softened into a gentle violet tinged with pink. Zaeth was flying east, ensuring that the strong rays of morning would illuminate us as soon as they stretched across the sky.

      “I thank you, Lady Zela,” he said, offering her a kind smile.

      She flushed under his gratitude before thrusting a cluster of stems and petals into my hands. It was a large bunch of poppies with clumps of dirt still clinging to their mangled roots.

      “The antidote is made from the stems. Lord Alderidge had me disclose it only to him. Even Lord Blackwell doesn’t know.” She shook her head, eyes brimming with tears as she looked at Zaeth once more. “He said turning the blossoms into a weapon was the only way to keep us safe—”

      Her voice broke around the excuse, and I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. A small, ridiculous part of myself could see why Lord Caelitem had made this choice. Alderidge was cunning, Veles even more so. Lord Caelitem was doing what he thought was best for his people—the only way to keep the slaughter from their doorsteps.

      I could have forgiven him in another life—if only his toxin hadn’t played a role in Will’s death. If Zaeth hadn’t been riddled with arrows and the somnus hadn’t slowed Ryuu down, if Greer hadn’t been rendered unconscious or if my own fae affinities hadn’t been stunned…

      So many things would have been different.

      “Has Lord Blackwell been around often?” Zaeth asked, speaking quickly as a sheen of sweat broke out across Zela’s brow.

      She nodded. “He… hovers but father has kept him away.”

      Zaeth’s jaw tensed, and I could practically see indecision warring within his eyes. He wanted to go back and end Blackwell, to rip him limb from limb, if the level of fury blazing in his gaze was any indication.

      Zela shook her head. “Father has made mistakes, but he loves me.”

      Zaeth gave the girl one last, sad nod. “Be safe, Lady Zela.”

      With a fearful glance over her shoulder, Zela pulled up, shielding Zaeth with her body just as his wings thrust down. We shot forward, the sudden surge causing a strangled yelp to escape my throat.

      Arrows fired, each of them going wide thanks to Zela’s positioning.

      “Hold fire!” Lord Caelitem’s voice boomed. “On the goddess, if anyone so much as grazes my daughter, their bodies will nourish the blossoms for decades to come.”

      I stared into Zela’s eyes as she trailed us, managing to keep ahead of the others. Rebellion was etched into the plains of her face as she kept up a relentless pace, ignoring the demands of her father.

      Each beat of Zaeth’s wings carried us further and further away. The first rays of sun crested over the horizon, coating us in light and slowing our pursuers. Still, Zela flew until her body finally tired.

      She fell, pushing her small form to the point of unconsciousness to keep Zaeth and I safe. Guards rushed after, trailing Lord Caelitem’s frantic lurch forward. He caught her, cradling her close to his chest a moment before the clouds obscured them from view.

      “They won’t follow us into the sun,” Zaeth murmured into my hair, altering our course to the west. “We’re out of range.”

      The coil of tension in my stomach eased as we climbed higher, leaving the cool dampness of the clouds and bathing in the warm of the morning.

      “This is where Veles and his brother discovered somnus.”

      Zaeth’s lips pressed thin. “So it would seem.”

      I lifted my chin, gauging his expression. “You and Lord Caelitem were friends?”

      “Of sorts. He knew my mother, took pity on Naz and me after my father…”

      Zaeth shook his head. He was always strong, confident in his ability to stand against any obstacle. Not for the first time, I marveled at how similar we were despite our lives being entirely different. I’d processed the same betrayal he was feeling now in the first harsh season after the storm. Friends I’d viewed more as family had turned us away when the icy dregs of winter descended.

      I had been alone in my plight to take care of my family.

      Just as Zaeth was alone in his quest to save Pax.

      But we weren’t alone, I chided myself. Despite how isolated it seemed at times, neither of us had ever been alone. Greer and Lannie had been there for me, the three of us working as a team to raise Will. Thinking over everything I’d learned about Zaeth, about my Dark King, I knew Naz had never left his side either.

      Over the years, the two of them had collected others: Ryuu, Soter, Jarek. They were a mismatched group, each with their own stories… their own horrifying experiences, no doubt, but they had survived.

      And maybe that was the secret.

      Each of us knew what suffering felt like. Perhaps not in the same way, but misery, mourning, heartbreak—they weren’t foreign concepts. We’d walked among their flames, letting the fires burn through our weaknesses, but never our compassion.

      Never our empathy.

      And we had emerged from the inferno somehow stronger for it.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I marveled at our speed, watching the landscape change quicker than I’d thought possible. Cold winds bit against my cheeks as our speed increased, but the warmth of Zaeth’s body tempered most of it.

      My fingers clutched the bundle of poppies tighter, determined to keep the key to our liberation safe.

      “We need to get these to Lannie,” I said, gripping them to my chest. “She’ll be able to figure out an antidote. Without somnus, Veles and Draven would be forced to be more cautious in their attacks.”

      I felt Zaeth nod. “As soon as we find the piece of the spear, we’ll return to Caligo. Naz can shadowwalk us to the base.”

      Suppressing the flutter of unease at sailing through the air with nothing but Zaeth to keep me safe, I allowed my eyes to wander as I settled into his chest. In between clusters of clouds, forests stretched beneath us, the bare branches of The Sleeping Forest giving way to dense evergreens. Water from flowing rivers and expansive lakes shimmered in the light, their simple beauty dazzling.

      Will would’ve loved this. Swallowing against the lump in my throat, I forced myself to feel his loss. To embrace how much I loved him—how much I continued to love the memory of him.

      There were so many adventures he’d never get to experience.

      But I could.

      For some unknown, horrible reason, I was alive—my heart pumping, my lungs expanding and contracting of their own volition—while his lay still.

      Gazing down at the captivating world around us, I decided then that I would make an effort to live. That I would continue, not despite the grief gnawing away at me… but because of it.

      I would live for him—for Will. For all of the dreams he had been forced to leave unfinished.

      And maybe one day… I’d find the courage to live for myself.
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      Oh my gods.

      Ryuu had shifted into his second form, his dragon taking over. And, gods, if I didn’t enjoy watching him lose control. There was danger in this form—I wasn’t naive enough to think otherwise—but the dragon had yet to kill me and at least I would get answers this way. So much of him felt the same. His wings had shifted into a golden, leathery hide, his eyes eclipsed in black, except for the smoldering green flecks, and his hands were tipped in claws. There was a slight flattening to his nose, the slope ridged, but everything else remained Ryuu, making it hard not to trust him.

      We flew east, the sharp terrain of the Air Kingdom beneath us until land gave way to ocean. Still, the dragon continued, holding me close. A flutter of—fear, anticipation, excitement—started in my chest as the dark water stretched before us. My hair had come completed undone, my tangle of curls lashing around my face as the spot of land grew smaller and smaller, but if we were to have a future, this needed to happen.

      The lightening horizon reflected along calm waters, until clusters of rock broke through the tranquil surface. A small island appeared, the pale cliffs rising up before us.

      The dragon turned, climbing as we neared. “He thought to bring another here before you. He thought she was strong enough to withstand us, worthy enough to grow our children.”

      “Whoa. Nobody said anything about children,” I said, mind racing at the mere mention of bringing a baby into this world.

      The dragon rumbled, clutching me tighter as he inhaled, his nose ran up the length of my neck. Ignoring me, he continued. “He thought he was in love. But he didn’t know what love was supposed to feel like. He didn’t know how deep it could reach.”

      My stomach twisted, already knowing who the other person he spoke of was. This was where he’d taken her to be married. “Sorscha?”

      Hot breath fanned my hair as he huffed, her name alone igniting his rage. “She was nothing—weak and rotting from the inside—but you, my darling…” His tongue lapped out, teasing the shell of my ear. “You are unrivaled. You are light. Power. Beauty. And I will have you as my mate.”

      A gasp stole from my lips as we dropped, his golden, leathery wings guiding us as we banked along the island. A wash of electricity rushed over me… pricking and pinging as we entered—wards. With a dip, we headed for the opening of a cave on the side of the cliff.

      The dragon chuckled, the deep rumble showing the beast maintained control. “Yes, darling. He placed wards on our island. Another futile attempt to keep me from you. You see, this is my home. Where my dark power was awakened many years ago. I slept for millennia, waiting until I was reborn—waiting longer until a worthy mate came to be.”

      “Wait,” I said, my mind racing. “So, you’re like a separate being. Is Ryuu aware of what's happening?”

      “We are one and the same, for the most part.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      The dragon only chuckled as he carried us through the mouth of the cave, setting me down in a dim antechamber. The crash of waves sounded far below as he walked a few paces forward.

      My mouth ran dry as I realized I had no route for escape. No chance of getting away other than hurling myself into the dark waters below. Even if I survived the fall, I’d never make the swim back.

      “I can feel you, my darling,” he said, dipping a claw into a narrow canal along the wall. “There is no need to worry. I am Ryuu in his purest, most primal form—a gift from our father.”

      “You’re a Merged?” I asked, knowing Ryuu’s father was a Merged.

      “Not quite,” he rumbled. “I am the second, fully shifted version of Ryuu, uninhibited by thoughts of morality. All Merged have a second form, such as myself, but we are fae.”

      The dragon brought his hand up, pausing only a moment to offer me a hungry smile—both familiar and foreign—before lifting his claw-tipped finger to his lips and blowing. The green flecks in his eyes ignited, smoldering as tiny embers swirled from his breath. My eyes widened, watching, entranced as the flutter of sparks caught on the oil. He lowered his hand once more, connecting the small flame with the murky contents of the slender duct.

      A blaze of warmth erupted as the fire raced along the canal, illuminating our surroundings.

      “Wow,” I breathed as I tracked the flames, their light stretching further than I’d thought possible.

      The small cave Ryuu’s dragon had flown us to was a landing chamber of sorts. It opened into an opulent cavern, the great domed ceiling covered in detailed frescoes depicting ancient battles. Trinkets and treasures littered the ground, clumped in piles of gold and precious stones, relics and statues of old, all clustered around a mighty throne. It was huge, the back of the chair crested in on either side—the perfect adaptation for wings.

      The room narrowed on the far side, closing into a wide-set hallway winding further into the rocky island. Rooms—there were rooms here.

      “There was a time, long before the seven kingdoms of Pax were established, in which this was a great palace. A great island, stretching as far as the eye could see.”

      “Why would Ryuu ward this place?” I breathed, watching him closely.

      The dragon smiled, the light of the flames catching on a pair of slightly longer canines. He took a step toward me, raising a claw-tipped hand to gently brush my cheek with the back of his knuckles.

      “Because, my darling, here, among the land of our former people, we are most closely connected to our innate desires. We will remain shifted until I allow Ryuu to return. He doesn’t want to risk you, but I know what you’re capable of.”

      The dragon cocked his head to the side, the mannerism more serpent than fae. “He does too, if he were honest with himself. But some small, broken part of him refuses to allow us to be happy. To be whole. He knows you will be that for us—our happiness.”

      His claw slipped beneath the chain around my neck, tugging the entwining dragons free.

      My fingers closed around it reflexively, protective of the pendant and the meaning it held for me.

      He offered a wicked grin. “It’s more than just a necklace. Ryuu’s mother charmed the box upon his birth, sealing it with our blood. She’d warned him our partner would need strength of mind and courage of the soul to walk this life with us. I think she knew he would run from our throne, that he would run from his mate.”

      My stomach twisted as his gaze hardened, both of us thinking of Sorscha.

      “He never presented it to her, my darling.” The dragon’s voice was hushed, almost soft. “He told himself it was because there wasn’t time to retrieve it, but he knew the truth. At least on some level.”

      Nodding, I realized the ghost of Sorscha was something I’d have to live with—something we both would. I clutched the necklace, feeling the slight buzz of power it offered, and using it to lend me strength.

      “I’m never going to be her,” I whispered, somehow finding the courage to look him in the eye. “I know you—he—loved her and I know she was taken from him—”

      “Greer—” Ryuu’s accent returned, the roundness of his pupils staring back at me. The rest of his remained shifted, but some small part of Ryuu had returned. Good. I needed him here with me. Fully present.

      “No, let me finish. I also understand that your love didn’t fizzle out. It didn’t end. She was there one moment and then gone the next.” I took a deep breath, trying to clear the hitch in my lungs. “But I also need to know that I’m not a replacement. I need to know that I’m your first choice, and not just your dragon’s.”

      Ryuu’s hand cupped my cheek, the claws retracting as the pad of his thumb swept away a tear I hadn’t realized escaped.

      “You are my first choice. You are my one true love.” Ryuu said, kissing the dampness along my cheeks, before pulling back to settle the necklace over my gown. “You, Greer, are greater than my dreams, greater than everything I never knew to wish for.” Another kiss along the top of my breast, his arm wrapping around my waist, holding me to him as if I would flee. “A vow I intend to prove to you each and every day.”

      I captured his lips with my own, my heart clenching around the promise. He groaned as I pressed into him, allowing my tongue to sweep through his mouth.

      The tip of a claw dragged down my neck, the gentle pressure gliding over my collar bone, trailing still further over the top of my breasts before catching on the entwined dragons lying over my heart.

      “Our other half,” the dragon rumbled. “The one to heal our soul.”

      My breathing hitched, a primal desire racing through me. His words stroked something deep within, calling to me… connecting us.

      “What must I do?” I asked, my voice breathy.

      His dark eyes grew hooded, nostrils flaring as I lifted my hand to his chest. The dragon was back, but I could see glimpses of Ryuu staring back at me, too.

      “Give yourself to me, my darling.” The command rumbled beneath the pads of my fingers.

      I answered his call, yielding fully. “I give myself to you. To both of you.”

      The beating of his heart grew, thundering, as the air pricked with energy. His eyes widened, the darkness within lightening a fraction. He swallowed, searching my gaze as if he couldn’t quite believe I was here—that this was happening—despite all we’d been through.

      “Do you want this, Greer?” Ryuu asked. “Even knowing the risks?”

      My stomach fluttered at hearing my name on his lips. “More than anything.”

      His canines retreated a fraction, his accent growing softer. “You bind your soul to me?”

      Inhaling deeply, I repeated the phrase, the air thickening as the words left my lips. His leathery wings stretched as his hand came to rest over mine, pressing my palm flat against the muscles of his sculpted chest as the talons retracted and vanished. The fae before me was a mixture of Ryuu and the dragon, beastly and beautiful all at once.

      “In this life and all others,” he said, his free hand cupping my cheek. “We will be.”

      “In this life and all others, we will be.”

      The words were a whisper, nearly lost to the force swirling around us, drawing us together. The air crackled, alive with heat and power as our lips met, sealing our vow.

      A guttural groan sounded in his throat as his fingers embedded themselves in my curls, holding me firm against him.

      He jerked away, his breathing ragged. Dark eyes with forest-green flecks and vertical pupils searched mine, the white having returned around the edges.

      “There’s still time,” Ryuu panted, his voice thick with fear. It was a question and a plea. “I haven’t said the vows back, pledging myself to you. If you wanted…”

      My hand cupped his cheek, tracing the faint sheen of stubble appearing along the sharp angle of his jaw. I let my fingers drift down his neck, along his shoulder, until they came to rest on the edge of his thick, golden wings. The feathers were gone, the dragon’s hold still present, but I knew what Ryuu was asking. I knew he’d take me away from here if I wanted to leave, that he would sacrifice his one chance at having a partner in this life, if that's what I wanted.

      I reached further, stroking the smooth undersurface of his dragon wings—velvet soft, but cool to the touch, protected by a golden sheen of scales.

      Ryuu shivered as a deep moan dragged from his lips. The sound did things to me, coiling a delicious heat low in my core.

      “I want you, Ryuu,” I said, voice soft as I held his gaze. “And the dragon. He seems like he knows how to have a good time.”

      Ryuu chuckled, his smirk meeting my own. “You have no idea the thoughts going through our mind… the things he wanted to do to you—how I wanted to take you.”

      I leaned in, inhaling Ryuu’s scent of fresh rain and embers. “Then take me.”

      The whites of his eyes retreated, consumed by the darkness as his nostrils flared, but Ryuu remained present. “I give myself to you, Greer. I bind my soul to yours.”

      My breathing hitched as I felt the power of his words wrap around me, drawing me closer.

      “In this life and all others, we will be.”

      The cord snapped into place, taut and brimming with pent up energy. Settling and igniting all at once.

      Then his lips were on mine, consuming and searing, sealing the union of our souls with a kiss. His hands were on my body, in my hair, tugging down on my curls to angle my lips up to his.

      He swallowed my gasp, his tongue taking advantage as my lips parted, sweeping through me. The possessiveness of his mouth on mine, the way he held me close, pressed against him, wrenched a moan from me.

      The sound was his undoing. His hands cupped my ass, lifting me up until my thighs wrapped around him. My nipples tightened as his lips traveled down, eager for the feel of his mouth around them. He came to the high neckline of my traveling cloak, yanking the string.

      A growl of impatience sounded as he fumbled with the front facing ties of my servant’s gown.

      “I dressed for escaping, not seducing,” I huffed, my fingers coming up to help.

      He grabbed my hands, securing them in one of his as he pulled them above my head. My chest heaved, my breasts straining further along the stiff fabric of my dress as Ryuu’s other hand lifted. His fingers shifted, the tips transforming into sharp claws, before slashing through the front.

      Releasing his grip on my wrists, the tatters of clothing fell away. The fabric cascading down the length of my body, baring me before him as it pooled around my ankles. Such hunger burned in his dark eyes as he drank me in—a beast preparing for a feast.

      And I was his meal.

      “You, darling, are mine.”

      The last word was said with a growl. And then the air was rushing past me, my silver curls flying, as he flitted through the piles of treasure and placed me upon the throne.

      The golden seat was cool against my ass, startlingly so. Ryuu’s hands landed on the arms of the seat, glowing with heat, until the golden throne warmed under his touch.

      My lips twitched. “Neat trick, Dragon Prince.”

      His amused laugh answered as his lips hovered over my nipple. I leaned back, pressing my breasts out further, eager for him to taste me. With a cocky smirk, he obliged.

      His mouth closed over one while his fingers worked the other, pulling and teasing until I was writhing beneath his touch. Yearning for more of him, I stood, tugging off his shirt until only his pants separated us.

      “I want to taste you,” I breathed, pressing kisses against the hard plains of his chest before dropping to my knees. Working his ties free, I looked up through hooded eyes, loving how his breath hitched as I neared. Desperate longing burned in his gaze as I opened my mouth, allowing my tongue to sweep along the slit of his head. A surge of power welled in me as Ryuu’s mouth parted in pleasure, my lips wrapping around his thick length.

      He released a guttural groan as I took him deeper, pressing him to the back of my throat. I hollowed my cheeks, licking and sucking what I could while I worked the rest of him with my hand. Our pace built until he was panting just as much as I was.

      He pulled back with a moan, leaving me wanting for more, as he guided me to a stand. Grasping my chin, he tilted my face this way and that as he surveyed the state of me. My jaw was sore, and I had no doubt my lips were plump and pink from being wrapped around him.

      “So beautiful, with your skin flushed, eyes red and lined with tears from sucking my cock so well. And these lips…” He sucked my bottom lip between his teeth, nipping hard enough to test the boundaries of pain and pleasure. “I could relish them for hours. But I will have you this night.”

      He lifted me, spinning us until he was seated on the throne, my legs straddling his hips. A groan rumbled through him as his hands came to my waist, guiding me down as he eased himself in.

      My breathing hitched as he stretched me, my eyes never leaving his. Gods, he was big. I rolled my hips, the delicious pain begging me to move, but his grip slowed me, forcing me to maintain this tantalizing pace.

      His fingers gripped my ass, lifting at his whim, before allowing me to sink down once more. Over and over again until I was wet and needy with desire.

      Until I couldn’t stand it anymore.

      I dragged his hands up, pressing them to my breasts as I arched my spine. Ryuu groaned, his mouth closing on one peaked tip as I rocked. Needing the friction, the movement.

      He allowed it, lapping at my breasts as I worked him. The coiling at the apex of my thighs built, growing tighter as our pace increased, as our breaths mingled.

      He pressed kisses to my aching breasts, my neck, my lips, worshiping me with his mouth as I chased my release on his length. Ryuu leaned back, fingers digging into my thighs as he increased the rise and fall of my body, watching as my breasts bounced, my body undulating.

      The flames cast shadows over us, highlighting me—exposing every curve of my body. Every divot. Ryuu saw all of them, his eyes roving over each inch of flesh bared to him. Every bit of me on display.

      And when his eyes met my gaze once more, there was nothing but hunger staring back at me. His gaze burned with wonder and love and endless desire.

      “I love you,” I whispered, the words flowing out.

      Ryuu moaned, the sound part growl, as his grip tightened. He ushered me on, slamming me down with each rising thrust. He set a punishing pace, hitting that sweet, intoxicating spot over and over until the coiled ball of tension exploded. I shattered around him just as I felt his body tighten. His hips thrust up, dragging out the sweet waves of my release as he found his own.

      We stayed like that, heads pressed together as our ragged breaths mingled, the air heavy and sparking with power.

      “In this life and all others,” Ryuu breathed.

      A sleepy, satiated smile stretched across my face as I pressed a kiss to his lips. “We will be.”
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      We’d stopped only once, around mid-day, more from my urging than Zaeth’s. The rest of the time was spent flying.

      Despite my initial misgivings, I’d grown to enjoy the feel of Zaeth’s arms wrapped around me, heating my body despite the cool winds whipping past us. The scent of cedar and the masculine spice of Zaeth eased my nerves as we flew, the beat of his wings lulling me into a comforting sleep.

      When I awoke, the sun was low and the world around us had changed.

      A wide river cut through vast mountains, their vertical, rock-face sides dropping hundreds of feet into the frigid waters below. I realized the terrain we were flying over must be the foothills of the Jagged Mountains. The peaks rose, climbing and cresting into imposing green cliffs capped with snow in the far distance. Waterfalls peppered the horizon, plunging into sharp rocks and clouds of mist. Orange rays of the setting sun caught the largest of the waterfalls, the light illuminating the colossal cascade of water. If water could burn, this was what it would look like.

      “You’re awake,” Zaeth mused, his grin nearly audible. “I’m glad to see the idea of flying isn’t nearly as stressful as you’d first imagined.”

      “There are a few perks I hadn’t realized,” I murmured, looking at the world around us. We climbed, angling away from the Jagged Mountains, to glide over the ancient rocky landscape lined with bushy green trees. Small clusters of houses arose, collecting into a sprawling, sleepy town. “Where are we?”

      “This is a sacred land,” Zaeth said, his voice soft, respectful. “It is where the goddess first crafted the dark fae, where our people were given birth. The old ways are honored here. The land reflects that.”

      Peering over his shoulders, I studied the valley below. “You mean the land itself continues to grow more unstable as Pax grows wilder?”

      Zaeth shook his head, dropping low in the sky. His pace slowed until we were gliding meters above the ground. “This has nothing to do with the precarious balance of human life, with that of the increasingly untamed fae affinities—nothing to do with the storm, or even Veles. These lands are primal. Ancient and wise, and connected to the goddess in a way unlike any other place on Pax.

      “Try to sense it. Not many have been able to…” He cocked his head to the side, staring down at me, his cinnamon eyes alight with hesitant hope and a hint of fear. “But I think you might be an exception.”

      “Like you?” I guessed.

      He nodded. “Like me.”

      My brows furrowed. I understood the concept of being connected to Pax, of every fae’s affinities being a gift from the earth, which would return upon their death, but connecting to the whole of Pax…

      “I’m not sure how.”

      “Calm your mind,” Zaeth whispered. “Feel the wind as it brushes against your skin, on the subtle chirping of the birds in the glen. Then reach further, scenting the rich forest mixed with fresh snow, the gentle ripples along the water’s edge. There will be a call seeking entrance. Allow it.”

      I studied the glassy surface of the lake, the harsh cliffs reflected along its surface. Zaeth circled lower, drawing nearer to the earth and the power contained within.

      Closing my eyes, I called to my fae affinities. Electricity pulsed through me, the details of my surroundings becoming clearer. Crisper. I could hear the vibrations of the land, thrumming as water crashed into it from above. And somewhere beneath—deeper still—mixed with the buzzing sounds of life on the surface, was a steady hum.

      Honing in on it, I prodded further, meeting a subtle but forceful resistance. It pushed back, silently letting me know the link would be two ways. It was foreign, but I felt no malice. Only curiosity. With a deep breath, I lowered my mental shields.

      A flood of images and sensations evaded me, stretching my mind across the seven kingdoms of Pax. I was everywhere and nowhere. Everything and nothing. I was life and death and power.

      Infinite.

      “Come back to me.” Zaeth’s words were a caress against my ear, the warmth of his lips against the soft curve of my neck. A tether.

      I pulled back, drawing into myself. Slowly, the buzz of power retreated, until the world returned to its natural focus.

      “That was incredible,” I breathed, not quite believing what I felt. Not trusting myself to describe it.

      He chuckled. “I know. It’s always a wave of comfort when I return home—a rush, but welcoming all the same.”

      Adjusting to better see his face, I asked, “You consider this to be your home? Not Caligo?”

      I felt him shrug, vulnerability running through the small movement. “This is where I grew up.”

      “You don’t miss the capital?” I asked, studying him further.

      He stiffened. “Not all kings sit on thrones.”

      “Yes, but Naz is the one ruling, at least that’s what your people believe. Would it not be better if they knew you were still involved? If they knew you cared?”

      “Naz has the heart of the people,” he answered as if it were of little consequence.

      “Yes,” I retorted, bristling at his offhandedness. “She will continue to receive their praise while you are left with their curses.”

      He lifted a brow, seemingly amused at my outburst. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Of course, it does.”

      “Most dark fae know me by my blades—by my bloodlust. I am a weapon of revenge... One even too harsh for the Dark Kingdom. They are not wrong in those assumptions. Too much has passed.”

      Zaeth shook his head, the deep auburn strands in his otherwise midnight hair catching the light of the sinking sun. He was silent for a long moment, his voice low and firm when he spoke again.

      “There will be no prisoners in this war. No forgiveness.”

      I held his gaze with a fierceness of my own. “I would expect nothing less from the Dark King.”

      His lips twitched despite himself. With a shake of his head, we turned into the wind, sweeping over downy birch trees. Nimble despite his size, Zaeth navigated through the upper branches of the forest, touching down in a small patch of grass speckled with autumn leaves.

      I looked up, realizing we’d come to a large wooden cottage. The sharply slanted roofs were covered with dark brown shingles, with patches of rich, green moss coating their surface. A covered porch wrapped around the entire thing, the wood used to make it matching the forest around us. Clusters of mushrooms coated the base of thick trees, and I could just make out a small, overgrown trail looping around the back. It was grand, but cozy, the sight feeling strangely intimate.

      “Welcome to my home, love.”
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      The house was bigger than I’d thought. After showing me to a guest room, Zaeth had returned with a set of black training gear, a plush towel, and a small collection of washing supplies. Given the thin layer of dust in a few of the rooms, I’d been worried the shower would be cold, but it was steaming hot, washing away the stiff ache of flying all day.

      Despite the late hour, I felt refreshed as I padded through rooms stacked with books and into the large, open kitchen, following the gentle clatter of plates.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, finding Zaeth standing in the pantry, his wings banished once more.

      He spun with a block of something clutched in his hands. “We only stopped once to eat today. I’d hoped there was something of merit in this house, but I haven’t been back in a while. I did find this, though.”

      I took a seat at the wide kitchen island, the top a smooth, hardened piece of grained wood, as Zaeth joined me from the other side. Opening a drawer, he produced a large wooden cutting board and a small, sharp knife, slicing through the seal encasing of the brown block.

      “Is that cheese?” I asked, brows narrowed in suspicion. “I’ve never seen cheese that color before.”

      Zaeth chuckled. “Technically, it’s considered cheese, but it’s sweet. It’s even better on fresh wheat bread but…” He shrugged toward the nearly empty pantry before passing me a large chunk.

      “I’m not hungry,” I said, eyeing it with clear apprehension, even as my stomach gave a loud growl.

      Zaeth narrowed his eyes. “You need to eat, Elara.”

      The sound of my name from his lips had me lifting my chin, daring him to make me.

      Zaeth lifted a brow, seeing my challenge for what it was before stalking around the counter. He stopped just in front of me, his muscular body towering over my smaller, seated one. My pulse quickened as I glanced up, my head just above the ties of his pants.

      He leaned over, breaking a small cube off. Slowly, he brought it to my lips. “Open.”

      His voice was low and rough, the command shuttering through me and causing that sweet heat to gather at the apex of my thighs. I felt the prick of my fangs elongating, heard the rush of blood pounding through my ears, but I refused to feel shame. Zaeth was a dark fae, just as I was. He’d mentioned these types of responses were normal—healthy, even.

      So, I kept my eyes locked on his as I parted my lips and opened.

      Rings of light flashed around his irises, sending a wave of satisfaction through me as I waited, hands folded in my lap. Zaeth may be able to send a rush of warmth through my body with a single word, but he wasn’t as in control of his urges as he pretended to be.

      His nostrils flared as his eyes blazed, studying me. Wanting me. Gods, did that turn me on—seeing the way I affected him. It was a power I hadn’t realized existed, one I found myself drawn to. Zaeth was confident and beautiful, wicked and intoxicating. He was the Dark King. The Dark Phoenix. He was unrivaled in power and unattainable in heart… but in this moment, he wanted me.

      Zaeth stared down a moment longer, seeming to contemplate feeding me something else, before placing the cheese on the tip of my waiting tongue.

      I blinked, surprised by the sweet, almost caramel flavor that greeted me. Picking up another piece, I moaned as I bit into it, crumbs scattering as my hunger took over.

      “Be sure to swallow, love,” Zaeth purred, leaning forward to brush a crumb from my bottom lip. He held his finger up a breath away from my mouth. “Wouldn’t want to waste any.”

      The scent of cedar and masculine spice that was entirely Zaeth engulfed me, stoking the heat humming through my body. Closing my lips around his finger, I sucked until it was clean.

      “Good girl,” Zaeth said, his eyes dilating.

      Those two words shouldn’t have affected me the way they did, but I found myself leaning into him… wanting more. Zaeth was slow seduction and careful planning. Every move coordinated. And I was nothing but a helpless fly, caught in his web—willingly following to my death.

      “It seems you can take direction. How pretty your lips would look with something else between them.”

      My breathing hitched as the pad of his thumb grazed my bottom lip.

      “Would you take all of me, love? Would you swallow me down like a good girl, gagging around my cock until tears coated your cheeks? Until I was spent and satisfied, my seed spilling down your throat?”

      My nipples grew hard, breasts aching, as my eyes went wide, my body warring with my mind.

      Zaeth’s lopsided smirk was back, causing a flush to rise to my cheeks. No doubt, he had heard the erratic beating of my heart, my body betraying my lack of experience with the type of sex he promised.

      But that didn’t mean I wasn’t willing to learn.

      He must have taken my nervousness as indecision, because with one last glance at my lips, Zaeth stepped back and returned to the other side of the counter as if nothing had happened.

      “We should visit the temple to the goddess tonight. The Samhain celebrations have already begun and are open to the public until the start of the holiday. It will then be closed to anyone but the priestesses.”

      “You think a part of the spear is there?”

      Zaeth swallowed a large piece and I couldn’t help but be drawn to his mouth, remembering what it felt like to have his lips on mine. Wondering what it would feel like to have his lips… lower.

      He nodded. “I do. And I intend to find it. What do you say, love? Think you can handle it?”

      “Yes,” I said, glancing up to find a flash of playful anticipation dancing in his eyes. “I can handle more than you think, Dark King.”

      His eyes smoldered. “We shall see, love.”
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      We landed gracefully in a field of dusty-rose-colored dahlias and bright chrysanthemums, their colors muted under the soft light of the stars. Zaeth rolled his wings as we started through the forest of birch trees, the pair of them fading from sight. Within minutes, we’d reached the edge of the forest.

      “After you,” he said, holding back branches for me. When I lifted a brow at the tender gesture, Zaeth rolled his eyes. “The branches are thick here. Don’t read into it.”

      Suppressing a smirk, I held my tongue and stepped forward. Light from a hundred lanterns stretched through the thinning trees, emanating from a small, columned structure before us. The quaint temple was capped with an obsidian dome, the contrast stark against the white marbled columns holding it aloft. The air was heavy with the scent of roasting meat and steaming vegetables, the night’s feast well underway. Fires ringed the temple, half of which housed turning spits, the flames licking at the sizzling meat.

      Fae meandered along the soft grasses outside, sipping spiced wine and enjoying the crisp, fall night. There were dozens of them, all celebrating the upcoming holiday. A few curious glances shot our way, but most paid us no heed. It had been decades since Zaeth exercised the power of his throne on a regular basis. Now that I had been watching for a reaction from the citizens of the Dark Kingdom, it seemed that most knew of the infamous Dark King, though very few recognized him without his wings.

      “The temple extends beneath the earth,” Zaeth said. “There are underground hot springs, renowned for their healing abilities. In addition to honoring the gods, this temple is known as a place of respite, a place of healing the soul as well as the body.”

      I watched the crowd as we approached, realizing that the fae present tonight were doing a lot more than talking. A woman straddled a man in little more than a shift, grinding against him as he gripped her thighs. Another was pressed up against a tree, her skirts bunched around her waist as a fae thrust into her. Even around the fires, couples sought relief in one another. Two women kissed across the lap of a fae male, stroking him as he opened wide for another male standing poised before him.

      “Gods,” I breathed, glancing up at Zaeth to find him studying me. “I thought this was a temple.”

      He grinned. “Sex is not something to be ashamed of in the Dark Kingdom.”

      Ignoring my discomfort, I focused on the task at hand. “You really think a piece of the spear is here?”

      “I do,” he said, sobering as we stepped between two columns and entered the temple, leaving the worst of the pleasure behind.

      Fae in various states of undress passed us, joining the festivities of the night as we descended the wide, brightly lit corridors. Cream-colored stones lined the walls, and colorful mosaics adorned the ground. Metal lanterns hung throughout the halls, their intricate designs and precious gems casting reflections across the ceiling.

      When Zaeth spoke, his voice echoed along the chamber. “I haven’t thought of it in years, but the painting stirred a memory.”

      “The one denoting the three locations of the spear?”

      Zaeth nodded, directing me along a narrow path in the far recesses of the winding cavern.

      “I’ve explored these pools since I was a boy. There’s a hidden spring tucked away from the others. I had Jarek place wards on it decades ago, but no-one has discovered it.”

      “You warded a sacred temple?”

      His eyes glimmered with sheepish amusement as we delved deeper underground, leaving the crowds above. “Only a small portion of it. I didn’t want others using it, even if it would be to heal.”

      I shot him an incredulous look.

      His lips split into a wicked grin. “Come now, love. Acts of the body can be very soothing for the soul, especially for dark fae.”

      He glanced over my shoulder, ensuring we were alone before slipping behind the rock. My eyes widened as I watched him seemingly vanish, only to realize that there was a small opening obscured by the dim light and the small alcove. I followed, taking Zaeth’s waiting hand as we slipped between the narrow planes and under the protection of his wards.

      There were no lanterns here, no light other than the soft bioluminescent glow of precise stones embedded in the rock. They ranged in color from light turquoise to soft greens, illuminating the small cave and the steaming pool of water at its center.

      “When Cress discovered the locations of the spear, this immediately came to mind,” Zaeth said.

      I followed his line of sight, focusing on a particularly bright section of the wall. The turquoise stones were smoother in places and ridged in others—a carving. Stepping closer, I saw why Zaeth thought to come here, why he wanted us to be the ones to acquire it.

      “It’s a phoenix,” I said, tracing the outline. Its wings were tucked around itself, the beak tipped down, but I didn’t see any compartment where the spear could be hidden.

      “It is,” Zaeth said, his finger stroking the gemstone feathers. “Two, actually. There’s a smaller one tucked beneath the wings of the larger.”

      I reached a hand out, seeing what he was referring to. There was, indeed, the tail of a smaller phoenix sweeping out beneath, while the feathers of its plume peeked out below the beak of the larger one.

      “Ouch!” I cried, drawing my finger back. A drop of blood welled along the tip from where I’d grazed the beak.

      Zaeth grabbed my finger, inspecting me for injuries.

      “It’s nothing,” I stammered. “I was more startled than anything.”

      But his eyes stayed focused on the pad of my finger and the round, red drop that sat on top of it. Slowly, ever so slowly, he brought it to his lips.

      “May I?”

      I nodded. My breathing hitched as his fangs extended, but only the softest part of his lips closed around me. A gentle suck followed, before a sweep of his tongue. I was rewarded with a guttural groan from deep in his chest, the sound causing my own fangs to snap free.

      Hearing them, or perhaps sensing the shift in my body, Zaeth pulled his lips back, and let my hand fall away. But he didn’t move, only waited to see what I would do.

      “It’s beautiful here,” I breathed, desperately trying to get my body under control.

      “Very beautiful,” Zaeth agreed, the low rasp in his voice drawing my attention.

      I swallowed as he leaned in, the narrow space offering no place for me to retreat.

      “I can see why you warded it,” I muttered, tilting my head back to stare up at him.

      “I don’t like to share.”

      The fluttering in my core intensified as he closed the last of the distance between us. Images of the couples above rose to the surface of my mind, causing my cheeks to flush. Would he take me like that here? Would he trail his fangs down the length of my neck, the sharp tips promising pain, while the rest of him granted me pleasure? Or would it be punishing? Fast and brutal like most of the coupling above.

      “What you saw by the fires, it made you uncomfortable.”

      It was phrased as a statement, but I felt the question of it. Zaeth had grown up in the Dark Kingdom. What was going on above was a normal occurrence, one without shame. And because of that, I took a moment to consider how I really felt.

      “It was shocking,” I admitted, biting my lip as the light in his eyes dimmed. “But not… bad.”

      I felt my cheeks pink as he stared at me, his cinnamon gaze missing nothing.

      “And what I said earlier tonight, about you taking my cock between your lips…” His eyes dipped, and I couldn’t help but lick them. “How did that make you feel?”

      My breathing hitched with embarrassment, but there was no judgment in his question. There never had been with Zaeth. I wasn’t expected to behave a certain way. To have a specific answer. With Zaeth, I was free to be myself.

      “I liked it,” I whispered, growing more confident as that ring of light around his irises came to life.

      A deep satisfied sound rumbled in his chest as he traced the slope of my neck with his finger. “I once told you that dark fae experience physical pleasure differently than others. Can you feel the truth of those words, now?”

      There was energy in the air, like the faint hum of electricity, but when I tried to focus on it, all I could feel was Zaeth. I shook my head, not sure what I was looking for.

      “Allow yourself to explore the power around us.” Zaeth’s words were a caress, begging and commanding all at once.

      Leaning into his touch, I followed the humming as I’d done when we had first flown above the land, accepting it into myself. My senses heightened, the world exploding around me in smell and sound. Fresh, mineral water scented the air, eclipsed only by Zaeth’s masculine scent. I could hear the faint trickle of circulating water, the distant noise of the world above, but when I opened my eyes, Zaeth was all I saw.

      The ring of light around his eyes was blazing now, his pupils dilated. No doubt, the dark rings around my own irises were present. His pulse kept tempo with mine as our bodies synced. I knew he could feel my own desire just as strongly as I felt his. My nipples pebbled beneath the too thick fabric of my top as the delicious coil of want between my thighs grew, reflected in his own growing need.

      He felt it in every pulse thrumming through my body, just as I felt each wave of desire pass through his.

      But it ran deeper than our bodies, than the physical desire. There was more hovering just beneath our connection…

      I reached a tentative hand up, needing to touch him.

      “Yes, love,” Zaeth rasped. “Follow that pull. Seek me out.”

      My fingers found the edge of his collar, tracing the tip of runes peeking out before traveling down to undo the first button of his tunic. And then the next, and the next.

      His want mirrored my own, the two of us feeding off one another as I pushed the fabric from his chest, from his shoulders until I splayed my fingers along the defined expanse of his muscles.

      A rush of Zaeth’s emotions flooded through me—desire, longing… and something stronger. On instinct, my own desire shot back, showing just how badly I wanted him between my thighs.

      Zaeth groaned, the sound vibrating along my palm, but when I met his gaze, I could’ve sworn there was a brush of sadness mixed with longing.

      His hands came up, shifting our connection as he brought my fingers to his lips. Slowly, he pressed a kiss to each wrist, before securing them behind my back, holding them in place with just one of his hands.

      “You don’t know who you’re playing with, love. There will be no prince coming to rescue you, no sweet love story.”

      “I don’t want sweet,” I breathed, arching into him, my thighs clenching. A surge of heat rocked through me as he teased my nipples through my clothes.

      “Can you handle pleasure so consuming that it’s punishing?”

      My pulse raced, the warmth of the air stifling against my skin.

      “I’d like to find out,” I answered, more breath than words.

      “If you want me to stop, tell me,” Zaeth said, growing serious.

      I nodded

      “I need to hear you say it, love.”

      “Yes.”

      “Yes, my king,” he corrected, his voice a purr across my lips.

      A flutter of embarrassment threatened to consume me, but I shoved it down. This was Zaeth, the fae who saw me slaughter dozens of Veles’s monsters and didn’t blink. The fae who stood by my side when I’d pushed everyone I loved away. The one being in this world who fought for me when I’d stopped fighting for myself.

      He was cursed to lose in this war, but if the phoenix brand along my spine were any indication, so was I. Though he refused to believe it, we were linked in some way—if not by a goddesses-blessed mating bond, then by a doomed fate. I was done with denying myself what I wanted. Done with embarrassment.

      “Yes, my king,” I answered.

      He smiled, releasing my hands as he pulled back. “Take your clothes off.”

      My heart raced, but I did as he asked, stripping first my top and then my pants, until only my most intimate parts were covered.

      “All of it,” he commanded.

      I bit my lip, heart hammering, as I answered. “Yes, my king.”

      Hunger flared in his eyes as he watched me step out of the last of it, every inch of my skin exposed.

      “Good girl.”

      My thighs clenched.

      “Sit on the edge of the pool and face forward, head down.”

      I did as he said, my legs dipping into the warm water. Every so often, small bubbles would work their way up, tickling my toes. I tried to focus on the heat of the pool, the green-blue stones glowing around us, but my mind drifted to the sound of Zaeth shedding his pants… to the subtle splash of water against flesh as he entered from the side.

      Still I faced forward, head down, until I saw Zaeth’s naked chest covered with runes.

      “Look at me, love.”

      I did, my gaze trailing up. Zaeth’s hair was disheveled, the longer dark strands on top looking as if he’d run a wet hand through them. The subtle glow of the stones reflected off the beads of water along his skin, highlighting the bright rings around his eyes.

      “Palms flat on the ground.”

      Pausing only a moment, I uncovered my breasts and positioned my hands as he said.

      “Would you like me to continue?” he asked softly.

      I bit my lip, my pulse hammering but when I spoke it was with a surprising amount of strength. “Yes, my king.”

      His lips twitched, the tips of his fangs peeking beneath his wicked grin. “Scoot closer, until you’re sitting on the very edge of the pool.”

      I complied without hesitation, feeling empowered as Zaeth watched. The clear waters did little to conceal the effect I had on him.

      “Part your legs for me, love. I wish to see what I’ll be feasting on.”

      Flushing, I edged them open.

      Zaeth tsked, his face growing hard. His hands came to my knees, his thumbs skirting up my inner thighs as he spread me before him. “Don’t hide from me. I’m going to taste every inch of you before this night is through. Starting now.”

      My breath caught as Zaeth gazed upon the most intimate part of me, before he lowered his head. He licked and kissed his way up, until his fangs grazed over the pulse of my inner thigh, just below where I wanted him.

      “I’ll have to punish you for making me wait.” He ran his tongue down my center, silencing any questions I thought to ask. “Eyes on me, love.”

      I blinked, the haze of pleasure already taking hold, but I focused on Zaeth. A moan escaped me, my breasts heaving as I stared at him—at my Dark King—waiting, poised between my thighs.

      “If you look away, I stop.”

      I whimpered my understanding, eager to feel him once more.

      With a shameless grin, he eased forward, dragged the flat of his tongue against me. I arched into him, lifting my hips to give him better access. His answering growl was nearly my undoing.

      Zaeth unleashed himself on me, licking and swirling—feasting on my heat, just as he said he would. That delicious coil of need wound tight, but just as I was about to go over the edge, Zaeth pulled back.

      “Eyes open.”

      I hadn’t realized they’d closed. I snapped them open, finding Zaeth’s hooded gaze peering back, his lips glistening with my desire. He pressed a tender kiss to the inside of my thigh as he ran a finger down my center.

      “Zaeth,” I breathed, needing more.

      His wicked grin answered me, his tongue circling my throbbing spot, circling but never claiming. I tilted my hips, desperate for friction.

      “Would you like to come, love?”

      “Yes,” I panted, my voice needy.

      He stilled. “Yes, what?”

      “Yes, my king,” I corrected, and was rewarded with his finger sinking deep within.

      My head nearly dropped back as I moaned, but I forced my eyes to stay locked with his.

      “Good girl,” Zaeth rumbled, his tongue joining the gentle rhythm of his finger. “Good girls are rewarded.”

      A second finger joined the first, stretching me, curling in a way that had my legs trembling, dropping open further. For him. For Zaeth. I rolled my hips, close—so close—just as Zaeth’s mouth closed over the apex of my thighs and sucked.

      I came, hard, my back bowing as a rush of bliss crashed over me. He held me through it, his hands gripping my ass, holding me to him as he rode out the waves of pleasure, lapping greedily.

      I lay on the warm stone floor, panting and spent, as Zaeth disentangled himself from me. He climbed up my body with soft, tender kisses. A satiated smile spread across my face as Zaeth reached my breasts.

      “You closed your eyes again, love,” he said, taking a peaked nipple into his mouth. “What shall I do with you?”

      “I can think of a few things.” I grinned, skin flushed. “Maybe you should make me kneel at your feet.”

      Zaeth stilled, face draining of color as he focused on something over my shoulder. Turning, I saw why.

      Just below the entwined phoenixes, was an inscription carved in stone, now glowing with a faint purple light:

      Phoenixes pillage the Dark

      Zaeth stalked toward it, lifting a finger and pressing the pad to the tip of the phoenix’s beak. The inscription grew darker, the purple of the stones growing into a bright red as it fed from Zaeth.

      “The spear?” I asked, marveling at how the stones lapped at Zaeth’s blood.

      “So it would seem.” Zaeth frowned. “This is the first time I’ve seen the inscription.”

      “It’s the same as the oracle’s painting.”

      Zaeth nodded, removing his finger as the feathers covering the phoenix turned scarlet, filled to the brim with his blood. The stone shifted, the now-ruby wings lifting to expose the smaller phoenix beneath—and the middle piece of the spear clasped between its talons.
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      Ryuu had taken me in every corridor of the ancient palace—Ryuu and his dragon. The place was enormous, but he assured me this was but a ghost of what it had once been. The cave we’d entered through was one of many, the majority of the city now buried beneath millennia of earth. The island had once reached the horizon, the palace grounds thick with gardens.

      Rich reds and golds still adorned the site, complete with nearly unblemished mosaics and impressive, twisting archways. Its grandeur had been dimmed only by time. Great portions of the palace would end abruptly in a cliff, the palace walls sacrificed to the crumbling earth.

      We visited all of them, our bodies bringing warmth to the cold rooms, until we’d ended up beneath the sky after hours of honoring our vows.

      Vows. Because I was bound to a dragon prince. I was Ryuu’s soul bonded mate. We had an eternity together. Lannie and El were going to be so surprised. Gods, I almost couldn’t believe it but the ache between my thighs assured me last night hadn’t been a dream.

      We’d ended up on the top of the island beneath the stars, falling asleep once our bodies were too sore to continue. A glass dome stretched over us, the cool air from the staircase below tempering the heat the space created. I lay on my side, nestled between Ryuu’s sleeping chest and the downy, under feathers of his wings. The dragon wings were impressive, and I’d thoroughly enjoyed the strength they contained, but I liked the softness these wings held more, the warmth. Reaching up, I gently brushed a few of the smallest feathers covering us.

      Ryuu shivered, a deep groan coming from his chest. His arms tightened around me, his eyes still closed as his hips flexed, pressing into the front of me.

      “Good morning.” I smirked, shamelessly throwing my leg over his and grinding against him.

      I felt his sleepy grin answer as he pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “Good morning, wife.”

      Ryuu’s fingers gripped my thighs a moment before he turned, flattening his wings and rolling me on top of him. I giggled, pushing up to sit, my palms braced on his bare chest. This—this moment where nothing was between our bodies, where my flesh and soul were bared to him—this was euphoria.

      Pride and happiness vibrated through every portion of my being. I felt whole—like I’d been filled partially my entire life, never realizing I’d been near empty until Ryuu had entered.

      “I guess that would make you my husband. Or is it mate?”

      Ryuu’s thumbs traced circles along my bare thighs, climbing higher with each stroke. “Both, though mating bonds are so rare I never thought to be gifted with one. Do you have a preference?”

      I cocked my head to the side, undulating along his shaft without allowing him entrance. “I thought I’d have a husband, but I like the idea of everyone knowing how completely you belong to me.”

      A growl rumbled through him as his pupils shifted. Ryuu’s fingers dug into my flesh, urging my ministrations on. “You smell of me, and I of you. I plan to have you often, darling. Often enough that there will never be a question as to who you’re bound to.”

      I lifted a brow. “They can smell it?”

      He nodded, gaze holding mine. “Our souls are bound for evermore. It may wane if we are forced apart for long enough, but it will never fade. I will never fade.”

      Heat flooded my core, slicking me further. I pressed up, only long enough to position him at my entrance, earning another low growl as I held him there.

      “Then you, husband, shall never be from my side for long.” I sank onto him, slowly, savoring the sore fullness. Watching every surge of pleasure across his face, as I moved.

      A raspy, primal moan escaped him as he took in the sight of my heaving breasts, my mess of curls a wild mane around me, illuminated by the bright light of dawn stretching across the ocean. My skin was pale against the deep bronze of his, his dark, sleek hair contrasting against the snow-white feathers at his back.

      “I won’t have our bond fading,” I panted, feeling my own need grow. “And it’s been nearly three hours since you’ve last strengthened it.”

      A deep chuckle greeted me as he flipped us, his mouth closing around my aching breasts. “You, wife, will be the death of me.”

      I arched my back into him, my legs wrapping around his ass to bring him closer, eager for more. “Not yet, my husband. There are still many ways I wish to have you.”
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      It was nearly midday when we broke apart, and only because of our mutual, ravenous hunger. Ryuu made quick work carrying us across the sea, until the reds and burnt sienna landscape of the City of Wind floated beneath us. I clung tightly to my cloak and the piece of the spear securely contained within. My dress had been shredded along the front, and though I’d done what I could to secure it, it was still fairly revealing.

      “You need to prepare yourself for entering the palace.”

      “Oh?” I lifted a brow, leaning my head back to catch a glimpse of Ryuu’s face.

      He gave a tight jerk of his chin. “I meant what I said about the others being able to scent us. Though most alive have not seen a mating bond, there will be no doubt you’ve been claimed.”

      I leaned into him, licking the edge of his collarbone that shone beneath the edge of his tunic. “As have you,” I breathed, loving the shiver that worked through him.

      “Yes,” he said, pressing a kiss to the top of my head. “And because of that, there will be questions.”

      My spine stiffened as I realized what he was alluding to. Gods, I should have realized sooner. Who was I? Nobody. A half-light fae at best, with a cursed, murdered brother, a dark fae sister, and another still-human sister, somehow caught in the middle of a war spanning centuries. Definitely not someone a warrior prince should have bound his soul to.

      “You don’t think your father will approve of me?”

      Ryuu’s easy gliding hitched, the two of us dipping with the movement before leveling out.

      “No. Gods, he’s going to be ecstatic. If anything, I need you to keep your distance from all the fatherly charm he’s sure to try. There will be some of the air royals who disapprove—”

      “Because I’m not an air fae,” I guessed.

      “Yes. If a royal of the Air Kingdom doesn’t have wings—let alone a prince…”

      “And what of a princess, one bound to their prince?” I asked, dread already pooling in my gut.

      Ryuu’s hand tightened protectively around me. “The majority of the royals will honor our bond.”

      “And if they don’t?”

      I felt him shrug. “Then the choice will be yours. If we make it through this war, we can leave, either spending our lives traveling across Pax, or staying close to your sisters.”

      Considering the picture his words painted, I imagined what our lives would be like. There’d be adventure, no doubt, exploring every inch of the world, just as I’d always dreamed. But so much had occurred since I’d first had dreams of traveling. Things had been changing constantly, shifting like the winds on the water, and I found a piece of myself craving… stability.

      “And if I decided I wanted to stay?” I asked, my voice soft.

      “Then we’ll stay,” he answered simply. “My father and I are the most powerful of the air fae. Any who would dare to challenge us would lose. And he’d finally get his wish at me accepting the throne.”

      “You’d want that?”

      “I’ve been fighting against it for centuries, convinced I’d be a terrible king. I still have my doubts, but my second form was correct. These years spent running were a type of self-inflicted punishment for killing Sorscha. I don’t doubt that I loved her once, but my dragon sensed something off within her. I’d been convinced he was a reflection of my inner self—a wild beast sought on destruction—and he is, in a way, but there was something dark in Sorscha’s soul.

      “The same feeling occurred the day of Will’s death, but it wasn’t until we faced Veles at The Walled City that I recognized it for what it was. Some small piece of her had been gifted to Veles. It was the same blackness, the same sickly, sweet smell of burnt sugar and roses.” Ryuu shook his head. “The brothers must have been looking for a way back, a foothold in this world. I think she would have been it.”

      “I’m still sorry you had to go through that,” I said in a soft voice.

      With a deep breath, he continued. “The point of me sharing was to explain that I’ve allowed myself to accept she and I were not meant to be. My dragon protected me then, and he protected you now. All of me, even the most primal, ruthless parts of my soul love you, Greer.”

      My heart fluttered as the warmth of his words swept through me.

      “We have at least a few more decades before my father wishes to give up the throne, but if you want to rule, we will. We will create a home together, wherever that might be.”

      Ryuu pressed a kiss to the top of my head as the silence stretched, and I allowed myself to sink further into his chest as we flew. The Great Library came into view after some time, and I couldn’t help but wonder what a life at Ryuu’s side would look like. What it would mean if he had a crown upon his head. Could I do it? Would I want to rule a kingdom? To care for its citizens? I thought about the supplies I’d delivered to the people of the base, to the days spent helping Lannie with various healing potions and salves. Those acts brought me joy, and I’d be able to do actions like that on such a larger scale if I were a royal.

      Seeming to hear my thoughts, Ryuu held me as we landed on his balcony and pressed a long, sensual kiss to my lips.

      “You would make a marvelous queen, my wife. Whatever life you desire, we’ll make it. Together.”
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      Tucking the piece of the spear in a hidden seam of his tunic, Zaeth led us out of the winding passages of the temple. Our progress was considerably slower since the cold weather had beckoned others inside. Most of the pools along the upper levels were filled with couples and groups enjoying each other’s bodies, the crowds growing thicker as the night wore on.

      Zaeth kept my hand clasped in his as we made our way to the surface, passing spring after heated spring.

      “How many pools are there?” I asked after what felt like the tenth cavern we’d ducked into.

      “Dozens,” he answered, dragging us through a large room with several cushions—all occupied. I tilted my head to the side, amazed with a woman’s flexibility, just as Zaeth tugged me after him.

      He flashed me an amused smirk. “I’d love nothing more than to take you in each one of them, but we need to return to Caligo.”

      Heat coursed through me, flaring higher as we passed a particularly voyeuristic group, the room equipped with straps and leather bindings.

      “There are so many fae here,” I said, pressed flat against his chest as a rush of fae passed us, seemingly intent on watching the scene in the last chamber. One of Zaeth’s hands rested on my waist, keeping me close as the group passed.

      “There are several hot springs in Pax, but these are the most frequented as they are said to be heated from the blood of the goddess’s broken heart.”

      I glanced at him, questions burning in my gaze. The crowd had gone, but still we remained locked in each other’s embrace, clinging to the moment. “The goddess’s broken heart?”

      With a shake of his head, Zaeth grasped my hand, weaving his fingers through mine as we turned down a side passage and stepped into an open room filled with steaming pools. The clear waters stretched, creating a network of heated springs nestled into various, interlocking caverns. Tiled walkways connected them, curving into the far recesses of the earth, but they were narrow and deep. Not great for tonight’s preferred activities and thus were nearly empty.

      “Look up,” he said, the heat of his breath fanning my ear.

      The domed ceiling stretched above, inlaid with precious stones. My eyes widened, turning to Zaeth. “The story of creation?”

      He nodded, walking slowly around the edge of the pool until he stood below the first panel. A beautiful fae lay on her side, her heart exposed and cracked—the goddess. A golden river flowed from her broken chest, pouring into the second panel. It gave rise to fierce volcanos stretching across Pax. A land of flames and ash.

      “Most fae believe our world is made from the goddess’s sacrifice. Eunoia, the goddess of the earth, gifted part of her essence, the light of her soul, to quell the fires of Pax and create a land of light and life.”

      He moved beneath the third panel: a wash of golden sunshine.

      “But she grew bored with perfection. Eunoia knew her creations were flawless in design, but they were missing something within—something that she, herself, lacked.”

      I studied the image, noting creatures with the appearance of fae, but possessing traits from multiple kingdoms—The Merged. Following Zaeth’s lead, we turned to the image of the golden goddess stepping into the darkness, leaving her brilliant, perfect world and all of her children behind.

      “She searched the cosmos for her missing part—for her mate—until she found her match in Erebus, the god of darkness. He was everything she wasn’t. A peaceful silence to her blazing sound. Tempting shadows to her luminous light.”

      We moved, tracking the art as bright, glimmering stones collided with smooth obsidian, the image of Eunoia and Erebus meeting in an embrace.

      “For the first time in her existence, her life held uncertainty. Excitement. Love. She was thrust into an existence of emotions. All emotions, the good and the bad… including loss.

      “After millennia, she discovered her first creations were not immortal. The creations born of their union—their love—possessed even shorter lives. From their coupling, the fae were born. The two were said to craft humans from fae, focusing on cultivating emotions of empathy and compassion, though the balance for such expansive emotions was a shortening of their lives.”

      “The tradeoff for deeper feeling was giving up their fae affinities?” I prompted.

      Zaeth shrugged. “So the story goes. With the human race created, it changed the very essence of Pax, and, in turn, tempered the ruthlessness of the fae. That is why a balance must always be maintained. Why we are all in danger if Veles and his brothers have their way.”

      His eyes landed on the panel brimming with color, a swirl of light and darkness giving way to the land of Pax.

      “They look happy together.”

      “They were,” he answered. “Until her first children plotted to destroy Erebus and all of his progeny. They had power and long lives, but they were lesser than Erebus.”

      “What happened?” I asked, breaking the silence.

      “The Merged couldn’t kill him, but they were able to banish Erebus to this realm.”

      We turned toward the final panel. Eunoia’s bright rays of light clutched to the dark tendrils of Erebus, but he was surrounded by thick swirls of silver-blue poison, the toxin caging him.

      “With her mate ripped from her, Eunoia faded. She sank into Pax—the world they had created together. Some believe she was caged as well, but most think grief stole her away from us. Her splintered heart is said to stoke the fires of Pax, mixing with the deepest, darkest part of this world, clutching to the traces remaining of Erebus. Her tears are endless, giving rise to the ever-flowing waterfalls of the north.”

      “The falls we flew over?”

      He nodded. “And the wind is said to reflect her mood. The fierce storms are displays of her rage at the loss of her mate. The softer breezes indicate her slumbering states, and the warm summer spells are thought to be a blessing of love.”

      “That’s it?” I asked, gazing at the dazzling stones telling the tale from above. “They are separated and then… just give up?”

      “Not all stories have happy endings.”

      I glanced back to the panel with Erebus trapped, something about the scene pricking the small hairs on the back of my neck.

      “There are some who believe the goddess rests deep within the earth,” Zaeth said, his eyes studying me as my gaze held tight to the mosaic. “It’s whispered that shadows of Erebus reach out to her, continuing to search for a way back.”

      The silence stretched, until I tore my eyes from the art and met Zaeth’s guarded stare. “I’d like to believe they’ll find each other again, that they aren’t destined to be alone.”

      Zaeth gave me a small, sad smile as he led us out of the pools and into the cold morning air.

      “So do I, love.”
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      “Before we see any others, I want you to keep this in full view of the royals. The more people who see it, the better.” Ryuu slipped his hand beneath the chain around my neck, tugging the entwining dragons free. “My mother was never the quiet sort. Most courtiers will recognize it and accept its validity, the royals even more so.”

      I pressed up on my toes, leaning into his touch. “I thought they could smell us.”

      He lifted a brow, eyes sparkling with amusement. “That they can, but scent alone won’t hold sway.”

      “But it doesn’t hurt, right?” I asked, trailing kisses along his neck. “Perhaps we should strengthen the scent—just to be sure.”

      My body ached, sore from our coupling, and still I wanted more of him.

      Needed more.

      His hands drifted down, cupping my ass and pressing me against him.

      “So needy, wife,” he muttered with a hungry grin as my fingers sought his laces.

      I nipped his lip in reply, only to freeze a moment later as the familiar, clacking sounds of footprints echoed just outside the doors. Sharp knuckles rapping against wood sounded a moment later.

      “Ryuu, are you here?” Cress’s voice called, the sound as effective as a bucket of ice water being dumped over my head.

      Ryuu and I had yet to move, both of us frozen in each other’s grasp, but the heat between us had vanished.

      “I saw the two of you return. I need to speak with you.”

      “I’ll be with you shortly, Cress,” Ryuu called, not taking his arms from me.

      “It’s urgent,” she said, her voice taking on an offended undercurrent. I could practically see her crossing her arms and turning that sharp, long nose up. “You’ve had a message from the Dark Kingdom.”

      With a sigh, Ryuu stepped back, adjusting himself before opening the door. Cress entered, her smug look vanishing the moment she took her first breath. Her gaze narrowed, focusing on the state of my dress and my flushed cheeks.

      “Oh my gods,” she said, face paling. Her eyes bounced from Ryuu, to me, and then back again. “You’re bound? He—the dragon—accepted her?”

      “Yes,” I answered coolly before Ryuu could say anything. Threading my fingers through his, I turned to face her fully, banished the blush along my cheeks when her eyes took in the full extent of the damage to my dress. Her gaze snagged on the entwined dragon necklace between my breasts.

      “I see,” she said, matching the coldness in my voice as she turned to Ryuu. “Well, I suppose what’s done is done. Though, I am curious what the others will think. No family, no wings—”

      “Cress,” Ryuu warned, but she continued as if she hadn’t heard him.

      “A half-human, too, if I remember correctly.” She flashed me a frown full of false concern. “What will the royals think when your heirs lack the one trait that makes us fae?”

      I wanted to slap that look off her face, to tell her that she was wrong—that it didn’t matter what my parentage was or if our future children would or would not have wings—but the truth was, I didn’t know how this would affect Ryuu’s position. He’d made it clear that he could force his court into submission, and while someone like my sister would thrive in that world, it wasn’t a life I wanted.

      Clearing the worries from my mind, I drew myself up, hating that her long limbs always had her looking down at me. “Lucky for them, children are not something we’ve discussed.”

      Cress lifted a skeptical brow.

      “In fact,” I continued, realizing how late in the month it was. “I require my monthly tea, if you would be so kind.”

      Her eyes really did widen then, the snide tone slightly ebbing from her voice. “You’re taking a tonic to prevent pregnancy? Most are doing everything possible to conceive.”

      I dared a glance at Ryuu, noting his carefully neutral expression as Cress turned to him for an answer. As if I needed his permission. As if it wasn’t my body. My decision.

      “To prevent pregnancy, thank you.”

      Cress lifted a brow at Ryuu. Waiting.

      Ryuu sighed, seeming exhausted by the exchange. “Please oblige my wife with her request in a timely fashion. And I believe you mentioned a message from the Dark Kingdom?”

      Seeming to collect herself, Cress nodded. “Naz stopped by. I thought it was to go over what I found about the third piece of the spear, but she was requesting your presence at Caligo upon your return.”

      Ryuu’s face hardened. “Did she say why?”

      Cress shrugged. “She mentioned two-dozen of Silas’s men approaching from the north without word being sent beforehand. Her scouts confirmed Silas remains just south of the Shadowlands, despite his influx of men at the capital.”

      “And Zaeth?” Ryuu prompted.

      “He gave word before they left that he and Elara were traveling north to the temple near Amnevar. We believe the second piece of the spear is there. They should be returning quickly. As for Evander and Jarek, the two luxed right away, going with Naz upon her return.”

      Ryuu turned to me. “I know we’ve only just returned—”

      “But we need to go.”

      He nodded.

      “You’ll want to change,” Cress said. “Appearance is everything, even in the Dark Kingdom. Especially if Silas is making a move.”

      “Cress,” Ryuu said, already heading for the door. “Accompany Greer and help pack a bag. I’ll update my father and meet the two of you in the throne room.”

      He turned, pausing only long enough to press a chaste kiss to my brow, before rushing from the room.

      I allowed Cress to lead me the short distance to my room, far too occupied with counting the number of days since my last tonic. It had been well over a month and I hadn’t had my courses in nearly three—normal for my typical cycle, but being a newly transformed fae changed things.

      It was difficult for fae to conceive. Most ovulated only once a year, and that was before Veles and his cursed storm. That being said, most fae chose to forgo the tonic and supplement with various herbs to increase their chances of pregnancy.

      I worried my lip, recalling the mask of control Ryuu had donned when presented with me taking the tonic. He hadn’t been angry, hadn’t tried to sway me in one direction or another… but he hadn’t been happy, either.

      “You’ll want to wear something refined,” Cress said, snapping me out of my thoughts as I followed her into my room. “But understand this: Humans won’t be able to scent you, but any fae within the immediate area will know you and Prince Ryuu have been bonded. They may not understand what it means at first, but word travels quickly. You must appear strong, sophisticated, without trying to be so.”

      I watched as she sorted through my wardrobe, looking over the low cut, dark red gown with a long slit up the left thigh. After countless snide remarks from Cress in the first few weeks of being in the Air Kingdom, I’d given in and started my own wardrobe. Pulling it off the rack, she held out the scandalous dress for me—a purchase I’d thought to make when I’d been set on seducing Ryuu.

      “This will do.”

      “I thought you considered this inappropriate.”

      “Not for the Dark Kingdom.”

      “Samhain is in two days,” I said. “I’ll freeze in this.”

      She shrugged. “It’s your future.”

      With a sigh, I took the outstretched garment. “Is this really necessary? Silas isn’t even there.”

      “This isn’t about Silas,” she said, pinching her brow in exasperation. “This is about presenting yourself to the dark royals. You are now Ryuu’s wife—his mate. You are the future of the Air Kingdom. We are a strong people with a longstanding friendship with the kingdoms of the north. I will not have you ruining centuries of work in the span of an evening.”

      I swallowed down the panic threatening to turn my stomach and gave her a stiff nod. As much as it pained me to do so, I needed to follow her advice in this. She’d grown up in court, had plotted to become the next ruler of the Air Kingdom. I hated to admit it, but she knew better than I how to navigate this territory.

      Cress lifted a brow at my expression.

      “You’ll need to get better at concealing your emotions. It’s a wonder you made it out of the Light Kingdom alive.”

      I scowled at her, hating the way her lips tilted into a smug smirk.

      “I’ll fetch your tea, princess.”
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      We caught a few hours of tense sleep before making our way to Caligo, both of us unnerved by yet another representation of the double phoenix. It was looking more and more like I was a part of the fateful prophecy, which meant my life was in danger. That should have worried me, but what bothered me more was how it would occur. Would the darkness slithering around my soul finally consume all that I was?

      Thoughts of the double phoenix haunted me as Zaeth flew, the piece of the spear and bundle of poppies tucked safely away. Zaeth carried me most of the way, but landed a few miles outside the city limits and insisted we flit the remaining distance.

      Zaeth had been clear he didn’t mind doing the kingdom’s dirty work, remaining in the shadows as Naz maintained order in the light, but then why hide his wings? Rumors of him being the Dark Phoenix are tied to the appearance of his dark feathers, the only ebony pair in existence, but if he truly didn’t mind the scorn of his people, he wouldn’t conceal them as often as he did.

      “That sounds an awful lot like you caring about what your people think,” I said as we worked our way up a large mountain.

      I caught his jaw tightening as we crested the ridge, but the conversation was lost as I stared at the massive city stretching before us. The base had seemed grand to me, but Caligo dwarfed it. Buildings reached into the distance, the streets filled with horse-drawn carriages, carrying both humans and fae past vendors and shops of all types. The scent of roasting meat caught on a breeze reached us, tinted by a hint of sewage and sweat.

      And the noise.

      It was a cacophony of life. All of it surrounded the vast swell of obsidian in the center. The smooth rock was sculpted into sprawling walls and impressive towers. Spires reached high, harsh structures fitting for a harsh kingdom.

      There would be no softness. No sweet smiles. No politics, at least not in the way other kingdoms were run. Here, there would be only power and those strong enough to claim it.

      A grin stretched across my face, growing wider as I looked at the city around me.

      “You like it?” he asked, surprise flickering in his eyes.

      “It’s dark and severe. What’s not to like?”

      His lips twitched and then we were moving again, the wind blowing through our hair as we raced toward the obsidian palace. Zaeth pulled me back before we could enter the keep, tugging me into a small alley as a pair of guards passed us.

      A low snarl escaped him, causing all my senses to heighten. A quick glance up revealed his irises were ringed with light, but it wasn’t from lust. This was rage.

      “What is it?” I whispered, my voice low enough to ensure not even lingering fae ears could hear.

      “Sulfur,” Zaeth bit out. “It’s the scent of the Shadowlands, and it’s clinging to guards that have no business being here—Silas’s men.”

      I felt my own body respond to the tension radiating off Zaeth. My fangs lengthened as my vision grew sharper, my hearing crisper, until I could detect the heartbeats of all those close to us. It was overwhelming and energizing all at once.

      Focusing my attention on the men Zaeth pointed out, I reined in my dark affinities until I saw what had alerted Zaeth. There were about a dozen men circling the courtyard. I spotted another half dozen over the massive drawbridge we’d just crossed.

      Clearly, they hadn’t known what to look for. There would be no grand entrance, no announcement of our arrival. Zaeth was not a king ruled by his pride. We were clad in traveling gear, the same as hundreds of others in this city.

      “Naz wanted to discuss what to do with Silas’s increasing confidence but I didn’t expect them to have the nerve to come into my domain. We need to get to the throne room. If Naz is in any trouble, she’ll hold them there.”

      Another pair of sulfur-scented fae passed, monitoring each and every person who crossed into the castle.

      “How are we going to do that without being detected?”

      “Follow me,” Zaeth said, weaving his fingers through mine.

      Being sure to avoid the other guards, we slipped around the corner and across the courtyard until Zaeth tugged us against the rough underside of the keep. There were small cracks in the flawless facade. I doubt I would’ve seen them as a human, but I could make out the faint edges as fae.

      Zaeth pressed his palm to the center, murmuring an incantation too soft for even me to hear. The cracks solidified, linking until a narrow corridor appeared.

      “This way,” Zaeth said, sweeping us inside without anyone detecting our presence.

      The door sealed before we’d taken two steps, plunging us into darkness. It was only a handful of minutes before I could hear the clamor of palace life. Light flickered ahead, the thin shaft of sun spilling from the large room onto the other side of the wall.

      “As I’ve said, any message you wish to give to King Zaethrian can be given to me.” Naz’s voice was steady and strong, though the subtle bite to her words revealed her patience was wearing thin.

      “And as I’ve said, Princess, this matter does not concern you.” A familiar male voice answered with an audible sneer. “Why don’t you fetch an extra pitcher of wine for us? You can take the blond with you. That way maybe something could be accomplished until your king returns.”

      “‘The blond’ has a name—”

      I smiled at Greer’s voice despite the grim circumstance. Her retort was halted by sharp, low murmurings—Ryuu must be with her. As if sensing my question, Zaeth drew back from the light, his jaw clenched.

      “It’s Ambassador Blackwell,” he seethed.

      “The one from The Sleeping Forest?”

      Zaeth nodded. “He must have come directly here, thinking I’d return right away.”

      I worried my lip, eyes darting to the throne room. “Who’s here? My sister—”

      “Looks well,” Zaeth answered, his head cocking to the side as he took a deep breath. “But her scent is off.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Ryuu’s hovering,” Zaeth continued, a low chuckle escaping him. “I think they are mated. There’s no way he’ll let anything happen to her.”

      “Mated? When did she have time to get mated?” I breathed, edging next to him to take a look. Jarek and Evander were here, too.

      “I don’t know, but it fulfills the pair-of-dragons aspect of the prophecy notion, meaning…”

      I drew back to find fierce cinnamon eyes fixed on me, the rings of light only adding to their beauty.

      “This pull between us could be more than a prophecy,” I finished. Zaeth could really be my mate. I expected hesitation, but my stomach only gave a small flutter of anticipation.

      Naz’s clipped tone jerked our attention back to the throne room. We’d finish this conversation later.

      “I need to handle this,” Zaeth seethed. “I don’t see Soter, which means Naz must have given him a task to complete. She knows he has a temper when it comes to people disrespecting her.”

      I nodded.

      “It will not be pleasant for them. You have the option of remaining here, or you could join me.”

      Join him in killing.

      Only pieces of the grand throne room were visible from our current location, but I knew by scent alone that a large number of Silas’s men were there. I also hadn’t missed how Ambassador Blackwell had distinctly said ‘your king’. If his previous transgressions hadn’t earned him a painful death, that would have.

      Blood would be shed this day.

      I grinned at Zaeth, letting my own fangs show. “Stay here in the shadows and miss all the fun?”

      A wicked smirk stretched across his face as he took my hand, guiding us around a hidden latch. “Do try to behave, love. If you kill them all, there will be nobody left to send a message. I have a reputation to uphold, after all.”

      Our pulses sped, anticipation building, as the full extent of the throne room came into view. It had been a while since I’d let off steam. I could feel the urge rising to the surface, tamer than it had been before, but a hunger that needed to be sated all the same.

      Inhaling deeply, I let the scent of sulfur and grime fuel me as I stepped from the shadows.
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      Neith had fallen.

      It had been two days since we learned of the tragic fate, but Alarik’s words still echoed in my mind. Neith hadn’t been prepared for actual combat, protected only by its impenetrable wards. Until it wasn’t.

      There hadn’t even been whispers of an impending attack—not that there ever was, but the people of Neith had been updating Alarik as much as the base updated them. We’d come to an understanding regarding housing refugees over the last few months. Neith had finally agreed to allow fae-human and some human families in.

      Cadoc told me it had been a slaughter. He said the cobblestone streets had run red with blood, the bodies of the fallen lingering in the gutters.

      Alarik had shot him a warning look, one that Cadoc hadn’t seemed to notice. He left as soon as he triaged who I should tend to first in the infirmary—as he always did. And as always, I waited until he left and then treated the patients in the order of their injuries, most severe to least.

      It had been two days of patching up the wounded. There hadn’t been many still clinging to life when The Select had come upon them. Even more alarming than their injuries was the story they told.

      The wards around Neith hadn’t failed—not really. They’d seen shadow wraiths at their gate, scythes clasped firmly in their bony fingers, but the creatures hadn’t attacked. They’d crossed the bridge, each of them placing a withered palm against the wards, and had started muttering something too soft to hear.

      The wards had flared a brilliant silver-blue, arching over the city as they had done many times before. But this time, an opening was granted, as if a curtain had been drawn back.

      The wards hadn’t been neutralized—they’d been opened. And a power like that, one ancient and strong enough to nullify wards present for millennia…

      How did Veles possess such powers? Better yet, how had he granted that power to his followers, to the shadow wraiths? Or perhaps, the wraiths held the power… Or maybe it wasn’t a matter of power. Maybe Veles’s monsters simply knew who to ask to grant them permission into the city, speaking directly to that ancient force.

      And if so, why would the primal power allow Neith to fall when it had taken such care to see it preserved for centuries?

      With a sigh, I took inventory of those around me, watching how each aspiring healer moved. There were six committed to this life, three of which were decent. I’d only just started trusting them to treat injuries above the basics on their own. There was so much to learn. So much I needed to teach them, but it was hard to find the time.

      Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath. The smell of alcohol and healing tonics was as familiar as my own pillow—more so. Ser had been right about me. About my role here in the infirmary.

      It was consuming—gratifying some days, but overall exhausting. I needed to find a balance, to keep some piece of myself for me.

      Ser and I hadn’t spoken more than a few superficial words since the festival. Samhain was tomorrow, and I knew she wanted to celebrate. Ahmya would be busy with Vidarr, the two of them growing more and more public with their displays of affection, and this would be the first major holiday for Ser without her family. I needed to be there for her.

      With a deep breath in, I exhaled. Ser was important. And she should never feel otherwise.

      Opening my eyes, I allowed myself one last look around—everything was fine. The clatter of tins being filled reached me, the sounds blending into the gentle murmuring of patients. I hadn’t been able to improve our somnus antidote, not without direct access to the blossoms, but the current one kept our people from the worst of its effects. As if summoned, one of the apprentices exited the laboratory with a filled box clutched in his hands.

      “Another batch of somnus antidote,” he said, greeting me with a proud smile. “This one’s for the men on patrol.”

      “I’ll deliver it,” I said, my mouth moving before I could second guess myself. A trip down to the city meant I had a good chance of running into Ser, a chance to set things right.

      He blinked and then smiled. “Okay. Thank you.”

      With the box in my hands, I turned to leave, pausing only for a moment at the doorway. Everyone was still breathing. Still alive. I could leave for an hour. This was still work, after all. Maybe I’d even stop into the shelter. Everyone knew to send the major injuries up here, but it would be good to check on things.

      I made it to the ridge overlooking the city before a long braid of red hair came into view.

      “Hi.” Ser shifted her weight, a nervous habit I’d come to realize. The effect had her off-white gown shifting in the fall air, and she clutched her thick coat tight around her. “You’re out of the infirmary?”

      I nodded. “I was hoping I’d see you in the city while I delivered the somnus antidotes.”

      The joy in her eyes dimmed a fraction. “You’re working.”

      “No. Well, I mean, yes technically, but the only reason I took this,” I said, rattling the box in my hands, “was so I could talk with you.”

      Ser lifted a copper brow, but didn’t contradict me.

      “I’m sorry.” The words weren’t right. There was so much more I needed to say, to explain and work through, but this was all I could manage.

      She gave me a tentative smile, turning to walk the path beside me that would take us down. “I told Ahmya I’d gather chrysanthemums for the celebration. If you could afford a short delay, we could return to the city together.”

      “No rush,” I said, falling into step beside her.

      We walked in a comfortable silence for a few minutes, pausing once we reached the meadow stretching across the yard toward the stables. Ancient walls loomed in the near distance—the original ones endowed with wards. Wards that kept us safe, just as they had done with Neith. Unease spooled in my gut as I scanned the area, automatically looking for a threat that wasn’t there, before I set the box down and selected a flat rock to sit on.

      Fall was in full swing, the leaves thinning out in varying shades of oranges, yellows, and red. It complimented Ser’s coloring, though it failed in comparison to her beauty.

      She was humming, as she always did when we picked herbs together. Gods, did I love the sound of her voice. It had been far too long since we’d done this—since I’d made time for her. From this point on, I’d never take her for granted.

      “Your singing is beautiful,” I said, watching as she moved among the flowers a few paces away from me.

      Ser stood with a blushing smile, placing a burgundy blossom into the open basket draped along her arm.

      “You’re beautiful,” I corrected, the tenor of my voice softening.

      Her adorable blush darkened as I stood, fully intent on showing her how much I cared. To prove to her that we’d find a way to make this work.

      She turned away, bending to pluck a few more flowers.

      “You are a distraction,” she said, but the playfulness in her voice had my stomach fluttering.

      A soft whistle flew through the air, followed by a gentle ‘thunk’. My gut twisted as I scanned the surrounding trees—the walls—looking for the source of the sound. It could be nothing.

      It was probably nothing.

      And then I spotted him. A goblin in the upper branches of a large tree just beyond the fence.

      “Ser, we have to go.”

      She turned, copper eyes wide as she parted her lips to speak, but no words came.

      “We have to go,” I repeated, my focus trained on the goblin.

      I reached for her, ignoring the fallen flowers on the ground, but Ser’s hands flew to her throat, clawing at her pale skin—now a violent shade of scarlet—and the head of an arrow protruding from it.
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      I tensed for a moment until I realized the fae stepping out of the shadows behind the throne were Zaeth and my sister. King Zaeth, I reminded myself. And if my eyes weren’t betraying me, I’d say there was a good possibility El had been exploring said king for herself.

      She looked good, healthy even. Color had returned to her cheeks, and there was an energy to her movements. El had been hollow when I’d left. She’d given up. And, gods, had that made me angry. Will had reached out from beyond the darkness, asking me to stop Veles—to keep going—and it had felt like El was abandoning his wishes. But the fae who stood before me was different. She was confident, her shifted form just as deadly as Zaeth’s. There weren’t any weapons in their hands—not yet—but both had fangs on display and rings of light around their eyes, hers dark where his were light. Predators ready to pounce.

      “I suggest you make your request known, and quickly,” Zaeth said to Ambassador Blackwell, striding through the darkness. “I do not take slights against my family well.”

      He stalked forward with murder in his eyes, taking a seat on the dark throne. It was made of obsidian shards, a large rock making up the back, reaching a foot over his head. The arm rests were sleek, the ends breaking into sharp points just beyond Zaeth’s resting arm. It was harsh and lethal. Everything the Dark Kingdom was.

      Silas’s ambassador paled, but lifted his chin. Though his voice shook slightly, the ice in his tone contained more courage than I’d thought him capable of.

      “Lord Silas denounces you as his sovereign. From this point on, he will be known as King Silas of the Shadowlands.”

      The silence was thick, nearly tangible in the space between his announcement and Zaeth’s rigid form. His face was a mask of control, but his eyes blazed with fury.

      Naz stiffened, her hand gripping the throne as Ryuu tensed at my side. Jarek and Evander looked poised to strike, but El lips shifted into a feral grin.

      She turned toward Zaeth, as if waiting for permission.

      He stood slowly, stepping down to her side, tracing a knuckle down the curve of her cheek. The fire in his eyes shifted, warming into something far more dangerous. She licked her lips, his eyes snagging on the movement, before he leaned forward, his mouth gently brushing the edge of her ear.

      “Time to play, love,” Zaeth whispered.

      El inhaled, the sound nearly a gasp. The next moment she was gone, like an arrow released from its bow. El surged forward, more blur than solid—even my fae affinities had difficulty following her—only realizing what she intended a moment before her fingers punched into the chest of Ambassador Blackwell.

      Bone crunched beneath her palm, her fingers twisting as she tossed a chunk of his sternum to the ground. The wet slap of meat was muted only by his startled gasp, her hand already wrapped around his heart. The rest of Silas’s men tensed, making as if to step forward, but Ryuu and Naz flitted to one side while Jarek and Evander took up the other. The room was at a standstill with silence sharp enough to cut.

      “I can feel your fear, Ambassador,” El said, her neck arching back as she inhaled deeply. “I can smell it.”

      His pulse beat wildly, blood only slightly oozing from the wound now sealed by my sister’s forearm. I couldn’t smell fear, not the way she could—the way only certain dark fae could, but Ambassador Blackwell looked terrified.

      I glanced at Zaeth, not sure what I was expecting to find, but desire wasn’t it. His blazing gaze was fixed on El, on the way her lips twitched with mirth as her grasp tightened. If at all possible, I could have sworn his fangs lengthened, his pulse picking up in time with hers.

      “Before you die,” El said, cocking her head to the side with a malicious smile. “Know that your men will fail, that your life was pointless… and that I, a woman, like so many others you’ve abused, sent you to your death.”

      Blackwell’s torso jerked as El gave a vicious yank. Blood sprayed as he collapsed, giving the room an unobstructed view of his beating heart in her hands. The torn vessels spouted blood once, twice more, before her fingers dug in, piercing its flesh until it stopped. Only when she dropped the lump of dead tissue atop his body did one of Silas’s men dare to speak.

      “You can’t do this. To kill an ambassador of a king is to declare war.” His voice wavered and broke as he looked at my sister. As he watched her lick her lips, tasting the scarlet coating them with a moan.

      Zaeth flitted to El’s side, looking as if he might rip all of her clothes off, as if he’d like nothing more than to destroy any barriers between them, and take her here—now—in his throne room. I had no doubt he’d enjoy fucking in the blood of their enemies. And judging by the way El was staring right back at him, she wouldn’t mind.

      There was a flash of something in his gaze, and then Zaeth surprised me by taking a step back. It took all of a second for him to meet the eyes of Ryuu, Naz, Evander, and Jarek before returning to El’s needy gaze. One second for him to decide to end the lives of dozens.

      “Leave the mouthy one.”

      The others scattered, slicing through Silas’s men. The guards were anticipating it this time though, some putting up a decent fight, but we all knew what the outcome would be.

      All the while, Zaeth stood in front of the obsidian throne, watching my sister flit from guard to guard—watching as she rendered life after life into little more than sacks of shredded muscle and fractured bones.

      He looked at her like the wash of blood coating nearly every inch of her skin—clinging to her hair, streaking down her face—was a dirty secret just the two of them shared.

      Maybe it was. The others were killing, striking down their opponent, but nobody else exploded through them the way she did.

      Finally, I recognized it for what it was: bloodlust. My sister was high on gore, on fear. On pain? I wasn’t sure and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. El was my sister. My dark, elusive, and seriously disturbed sister, but my sister all the same.

      She had only ever killed those who deserved it. I still didn’t understand how it worked, but I knew she could tell who was had earned her wrath. And if she was able to enjoy her vengeance, then so be it.

      “Greer, stay by the throne,” Ryuu growled.

      I hadn’t realized I’d stepped closer in his direction, leaving the small semi-circle of protection all of them were creating.

      But I didn’t need protection.

      Letting the pulse of power rise within me, I cast a protection ward around myself, preparing to expand it to the others. But if I did that, they wouldn’t be able to stop Silas’s men. It would act more as a barrier than a shield. No, a simple protection ward wouldn’t help in this fight.

      A particularly painful grunt issued from the main hall just outside the throne room—Evander. He was holding off three guards, visible through the open doors, desperately trying to prevent them from escaping. Though it was impressive, he’d only just managed to avoid a fatal blow to the head, taking the brunt of the pummel to his shoulder.

      Narrowing my eyes, I changed and expanded the wards, essentially sealing everyone in together. Evander arched his neck, his eyes closing for the briefest of moments as he let the three fae surge past him, using the reprieve to snap his shoulder back in place. Turning he sliced through the fae easily as they beat against the invisible cage.

      The others fell quickly after that. I let my hands fall, my cage of protection dissolving, when only one of Silas’s guards were left—the one Zaeth was sure to make an example of.

      “There were more in the city below,” Zaeth said, surveying the gore around us, before taking a step toward the last of Silas’s guards.

      The fae trembled as Zaeth approached, a conspicuous stain now streaking across his pants.

      “I’ll start at the southern entrance and work my way up,” Naz said, sinking into the shadows.

      Zaeth’s attention flicked to Jarek as he patched up the last of Evander’s wounds. Jarek lowered his hand, his eyes searching Evander’s for something, but not seeming to find it.

      “I’m fine,” Evander said. “Really.”

      Jarek gazed at him for a moment longer, before sighing. “I’ll be back soon,” he said, pressing a soft kiss to Evander’s brow before luxing.

      “This is going to be a problem,” Ryuu said, looking at the fae before us. “Even if Silas has no claim to the throne, there will be those who follow him.”

      “King Silas’s claim to the throne is just as legitimate as yours,” the guard said, seeming to have come to the conclusion he wouldn’t be leaving here alive. “More so. He’s older than you by nearly three decades.”

      Zaeth’s gaze narrowed, hyper-focusing on each shift of the fae’s body. Each tell they offered. “What does Silas’s age have to do with it? He is not of the royal line.”

      “Oh, but he is.” The guard sneered. “Bastard-born, just like you. But, then your father never did know how to take his own advice. It’s pathetic which rulers we’ve been left with, but at least Silas knows how to make alliances.”

      Ryuu’s wings pulled closer into his spine. “Alliances with whom?”

      The guard paled, his sneer faltering. “Power. We’ve entered the final chapter while you’re still at the start. Veles, Alderidge, Silas—all of them are coming for you.”

      Zaeth and Ryuu shared a loaded look. I caught El’s gaze, her face pinched in confusion as she stared at the guard.

      My sister stepped forward, circling him as if he were something poisonous she didn’t want to touch. “Who’s with you?”

      Zaeth tilted his head, the rings around his eyes flaring as he focused on the fae, the two of them seeing something the rest of us couldn’t.

      El circled, before coming to stand before Zaeth, studying Silas’s guard. “It’s familiar…”

      The fae before us straightened, his eyes going wide a moment before he slumped to the floor.

      I blinked. “Is he…?”

      “Dead,” El said, giving her head a shake. “I almost had it. I know I’ve felt whatever was with him before. Whatever it was, it’s killed him before we could make him talk—”

      The air crackled with energy, the rush of electricity causing the fine hairs on my arms to rise. The center of the room split, the air itself stretching and shifting until a shimmering pool of iridescent light stood before us.

      A portal.
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      “No.” The word fell from my lips in a whisper.

      In a plea.

      I rushed forward, my mind whirling with how I could save Ser. Because I would. Of course I would.

      Her thin body jerked as another arrow found her.

      A strangled cry lodged in my throat as I lifted her, surprised at how light she felt, and ran as fast as my legs could carry toward the infirmary.

      I don’t know how I made it. Don’t know how I managed to sound the alarm. But all at once, people were moving. Weapons were donned, soldiers were securing their somnus antidotes, their shields, their swords—and all I could do was stare at Ser.

      Her copper eyes were fluttering, the lack of air rendering her unconscious, but she found my gaze among the haze that was no doubt clouding her vision.

      I love you. She mouthed the words, eyes rolling back a moment later.

      “No,” I gritted out, laying her on her side. A curse left my lips as I glanced at the arrow in her neck, the second in her back. It had sunk between the ribs on the left side—close to the heart if not piercing it.

      That would be a problem, but I needed to secure her airway first. I broke off the fletching and yanked the arrow head free. A wash of blood greeted me, but I was ready, applying pressure, already reaching for supplies.

      “Lannie.”

      It was Soter. He rarely entered the infirmary—only on severe occasions, but he could wait. Everyone else could wait.

      “I need to ease the bleeding enough to start an IV,” I said, reaching for another stack of gauze and discarding the saturated one.

      “Lannie, stop.” His voice was soft, much too soft. I didn’t want to know why.

      “Get the IV,” I snapped, looking down at Ser. Her skin was pale, far too pale. And cold. So cold.

      Soter pressed his hands on top of mine, holding my palms in place over the wound along her neck. I started to protest, to fight, but his golden eyes stilled me.

      “Feel for a pulse. A breath.”

      I managed to rein in the panic threatening to consume me long enough to do as he said.

      But her chest didn’t rise with the next breath.

      Her heart didn’t thrum with another beat.

      “No,” I begged as tears pricked my eyes.

      The panic I’d barely been able to contain rose within me, demanding I move. Take action. Heal her. Do something, but there was nothing left to do. Soter held me to him, the both of us cradling Ser’s body.

      “There will be time to grieve,” his deep voice rumbled. “And I wish I didn’t have to ask this of you, but we need your skills, Lannie. The people need you.”

      I blinked, a distant part of me feeling the tears track down my cheeks. They fell on Ser’s own as I stared at her still body. Blood coated her from the neck down, but if I focused on her face, I could almost convince myself she was sleeping.

      I let Soter pry my hands away, let him set Ser into a cot and then guide me to the next table. The next patient. And then the next until the room was overrun. Bodies were lined in the hallway, overflowing into secondary rooms. Supplies were running low, despite us restocking recently and, all the while, more injured and dying appeared.

      “There are no more bandages,” called one of the apprentices. “Or blood stabilizers. We’ve no IVs and very little suturing kits left—”

      “Stop,” I said, speaking low, but firmly. “The moment you panic, all is lost. Use the bed sheets, curtains, and any spare clothing for bandages and tourniquets. Pieces of furniture—bookshelves, chair legs—can be broken and used for splints. Use needle and thread for sutures, anything will do at this point. Sterilize everything, but remember we’re trying to stabilize as many as possible. Not cure.”

      She gave a tight nod and was off.

      My eyes traveled the length of the crowded hallway, the overflowing rooms, and I knew it wouldn’t be enough. If this battle didn’t turn for the better soon, we would need to triage who received treatment… And who would be left on their own.

      “Lannie!”

      Alarik’s voice cut through the misery around me, drawing me out of the building and onto the street. I turned in the direction of the fighting, my knees nearly buckling at what I saw.

      Alderidge stood beside a portal just beyond the gates of the base. The gates were holding for now, but it was clear to see that the wards had failed in this section, as well. Packs of cú sídhe paced the perimeter, eagerly waiting for an opening as hordes of Fractured and goblins battered against our weakening defenses.

      “The gates won’t last for long.” Alarik’s winded words drew my attention. His armor was in place, already coated in blood. “They’ve breached a portion of the walls by the stables, and another in the south part of the city. Our men are holding them off with the help of the dozen or so dark fae, but we need to evacuate. I need to get you to safety.”

      “I’m needed here—”

      “You’re needed alive. You can’t heal anyone if you're dead.” Alarik shot me a glare, his eyes flicking to a movement just over my shoulder. “Soter will help. Stay with him.”

      A rush of air was my only warning before Soter appeared at my side. He held out a wide palm. “May I?”

      Not wanting to waste time arguing, I accepted, allowing him to flit us into the heart of the city. The silencing effect of moving at fae speed offered a moment of respite from the chaos—a moment that was shattered the second we stilled.

      Families were running in all directions. Guards wove through them, toward the danger and the growing screams in the distance. A large chunk of the wall had been blown apart, the gap allowing the Fractured through like water slipping through cracks. They surged up the streets, cutting through our soldiers quicker than should have been possible.

      “Gods,” I breathed, my feet already carrying me closer.

      “I just need to find a route through,” Soter said, searching the chaos for a path to safety.

      We needed to evacuate, but how? We were surrounded. The masses of Fractured and goblins lined every inch of the walls surrounding the base, pouring in from every crevice they could squeeze through.

      “Lannie.” Soter’s deep voice reached me. Tracking his line of sight, I saw a cluster of shadow wraiths stalking through the crumbing walls. “You’ll need to hold on to my back while I scale the wall nearest us. I’ll be able to move among the trees until it’s clear enough for us to run—”

      “I can’t leave.” My voice was strained as I took in the dozens of wounded bodies lining the streets. If only I could heal them. I searched for my fae affinities, willing them into being, but nothing came. “If I leave, they have no chance of survival.”

      Soter looked like he might argue, but then snapped his gaze to the left. I followed, seeing nothing at first, until small prisms of light started linking together.

      The portal flashed a vibrant purple before a short fae with dark skin and silver eyes stepped out. The top half of her dress looked like armor, the silver panels molded to her breasts linked to the diamond shoulder sleeves by thin chains. The bottom half of the dress was silky, the light material in a deep slit up her thigh. Dark ram horns wrapped back from her light amethyst hair, topped with a thin silver crown between them.

      “My queen,” Soter said, sinking into a bow, but her eyes stayed fixed on me.

      I should bow. That was the etiquette I was expected to follow, but I couldn’t find it in myself to care at this point. I was too busy focusing on the patch of swirling light behind her.

      A portal.
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      Ryuu cursed at the portal’s presence. He flew toward Greer, gathering her in his arms and snapping his wings down around them in a shield.

      “I can’t see, Ryuu!” Greer said between his wings. “I’m the Cursebreaker, remember? Let me go.”

      Ryuu’s wings pulled back just enough to allow Greer to see the room, but he ignored her request to let her go entirely.

      “We won’t win this,” Ryuu said.

      Zaeth shook his head, shifting closer to me. “We can’t leave. The palace guards will be able to buy us time, but we won’t be able to stop all of them.”

      Alderidge.

      My nostrils flared and the grip on my blades tightened. He dared to come here? To attack us in the palace of the Dark Kingdom?

      The pieces of the portal slid into place as we prepared for our next battle. Possibly our last. Zaeth was right. Veles had been toying with us, sending just enough troops to each of the villages, slowly chipping away at our defenses. Our morale. He decimated our numbers while still protecting the vast majority of his troops by having Alderidge open the portal just long enough to dump his throng of minions on us before portaling to safety.

      But if he chose to not close the portal, if he unleashed the full might of his army without stopping…

      “What are his numbers?” I asked, taking my place alongside Zaeth at the forefront.

      “We don’t know,” answered Evander. “Even in Alora there were no records.”

      Ryuu’s wings snapped back, his hand gripping Greer’s shoulders, turning her to face him. “You need to leave. When Jarek or Naz returns, they will take you to my father’s court.”

      Greer’s eyes narrowed, the stubborn set to her jaw an expression I knew all too well. “I’m not leaving.”

      “Greer—” Ryuu started, his accent thick with worry.

      “No,” she said, clutching a necklace of intertwined dragons with one hand and pressing her other to his chest. “In this life and all others.”

      Ryuu looked like he might argue, but then thought better of it. He leaned down, murmuring something in her ear before pressing a kiss to Greer’s lips.

      “Now that that’s settled,” Greer said, turning toward the portal as the last few pieces locked into place.

      A pulse of power came from her outstretched hands, wrapping around the portal in a sphere of light.

      “Start evacuations,” she said, her focus on strengthening the protection wards. “I’ll hold them until you return and then peel back a path, keeping the rest contained.”

      “Bottlenecking their attack,” I said with a grin.

      “That’s genius,” Evander said, positioning himself on Greer’s other side.

      “Did you expect anything less?” She lifted a brow in his direction.

      “Evander, find Naz or Jarek,” Zaeth said, preparing for what would come next. “Tell them to start the evacuation protocol.”

      The portal flushed and a lone figure stepped through.

      Her willowy frame was coated in varying shades of red. Clumps of debris were matted in her dark hair, pulled back with a disheveled tie. Tears tracked down her cheeks, but the set of her jaw, the hardness in her eyes showed she wasn’t broken by whatever torment she’d lived through.

      I blinked, barely recognizing the person before me.

      “Lannie?”

      Greer’s orb of protection dropped as we rushed to our sister, gathering her in a large hug. She stiffened, causing us to draw back.

      “Later,” Lannie said. “Right now, we need to hurry.”

      Before we could ask, she reached through the portal and tugged forward a mother clutching a screaming child to her chest. A flood of people followed, the room erupting with the sounds of pain and fear.

      I enjoyed the chaos of war from my enemies, but these were innocents. These were victims.

      “What happened?” Zaeth called. “How did you get a portal?”

      Lannie whipped through patients, directing people where to go. It seemed random, but I realized she was triaging the most severe patients to the least—establishing control in an uncontrollable situation.

      “The wards around the base fell. Veles attacked.” She met my gaze. “There’ll be time to explain later.”

      “We’ve been sending nearly all human refugees to the base,” Evander breathed, a frantic note to his voice as he rushed toward the portal and disappeared within.

      “It’ll be a massacre,” Ryuu confirmed, voice grim as he made to cross through as well. “Be prepared.”

      Zaeth and I joined him, nodding our agreement before we stepped into the shimmering light.

      The portal washed over us, like stepping beneath a waterfall—a hollowed sort of peace. We emerged on the other side, bombarded by screams and the metallic scent of death.

      We were in the city center, the base visible on the hill in front of us. It was the same buildings, the same streets, but everything was bathed in a sheen of blood.

      Inhaling deeply, I let my fae affinities flare. The sulfur scent of Silas’s men was gone, replaced by the sickly-sweet tang of rotting meat—the Fractured. Goblins swarmed among them, a few of them gnawing on severed limbs, unbothered by the war raging around them. But it was the shadow wraiths that were doing the most damage. Long scythes swept across the streets, almost languid in their movements—like sheering corn.

      My fangs pricked, vision sharpening until it highlighted the black mist surrounding us—Veles’s army.

      I moved on instinct, slicing through the nearest of the Fractured. Zaeth was by my side, our movements mirroring each other, until we were able to create a ring of safety behind us. Alarik’s men were scattered throughout the city, most of them outnumbered by the sheer volume of Veles’s monsters. We needed to help. We needed to establish a perimeter around the portal.

      I felt more than I saw my sister. “Greer?”

      “On it,” she called from behind.

      I heard her inhale, felt the thrum of electricity build until it pulsed out around us. Throngs of humans and fae continued to rush past, beckoned through the small openings Greer allowed for.

      Little by little, Alarik’s warriors and the handful of fae flocked to the safety of the wards, reinforcing the line. We held Veles’s army, our soldiers bracketing the small openings Greer maintained. Bottlenecking their troops, just as she’d suggested at Caligo. My brilliant sister.

      My pulse hummed, my movements growing quicker—sharper—as I let instinct take over. Flitting among the monsters, my blade bit into flesh, leaving sprays of blood in my wake, until I reached the shadow wraiths. They were more skilled than the goblins or the Fractured, and slashes of a blade were useless against them, but we kept true to decapitation, thinning their numbers.

      I was hungry for blood, ravenous, but this time was awful. Bodies littered the cobblestoned streets, young and old. They had no weapons to defend themselves, no chance of surviving Veles’s wrath. They’d thought they were safe within these walls. That their families were safe.

      So many had been wrong.

      I focused on my anger, letting the fury grow until it was fire in my veins, propelling me on despite the guilt threatening to drag me down.

      I wasn’t sure if Alarik was nearby. I hadn’t planned on our reunion looking like this—hadn’t thought about a reunion at all, if I were honest with myself. It wasn’t needed. As cruel as it sounded, I hadn’t thought about him since we’d parted. Will had died and instead of focusing on helping me through the profound grief I’d been drowning in, he’d thought only about re-binding my affinities.

      Thank the gods I hadn’t listened.

      Zaeth and I moved through the haze of black, killing, as Greer maintained the shield. Evander and Ryuu were somewhere as well, but I felt Zaeth, like a tug. We revolved around each other, unconsciously circling back around, ensuring the other was safe.

      We continued like that for what felt like hours, until the sun vanished and the moon rose. Until the rush of people became a trickle. Still, Veles’s army fought, their numbers swelling around us in a sea of black.

      Screams pierced the night as we drew back. Greer’s shield solidified after the last of the innocents were cleared and all of our soldiers were safe. She drew it back toward her, cinching us closer to the portal with the effort it took to maintain it.

      Alarik’s men stepped through the portal, the fae warriors following. There were others trapped among the city, cut off from retreat, and my heart clenched as their terrified cries pierced the night sky.

      “Don’t,” Evander growled next to me. “They’re only three clusters of humans holding out, one of which will fall soon. If you leave the safety of the shield, you won’t make it back.”

      “We can’t leave them,” I snapped.

      “We won’t need to. Jarek and Naz are almost done.”

      I blinked, taking a moment to look away from the surrounding ring of monsters and toward the still swirling portal. Jarek luxed into view looking just as ragged as I felt. Three humans were with him—humans I recognized—Liam, Lucy, and their little girl.

      Liam gave Jarek a quick nod of thanks before rushing through the portal after Lucy with the baby clutched to her chest. Naz appeared from the shadows moments later with her own batch of humans.

      I did a quick sweep of the city. The streets were packed, flooded with monsters surging toward us. Fires had sprouted, spreading from roof to roof and growing fast.

      The base was consumed in flames. Alarik’s residence, the infirmary, the stables, the forest surrounding it—everything was burning. I swallowed, searching the remaining men around us—trying to recall if I’d seen any of the Select Guard pass through the portal. I couldn’t remember.

      The shield flickered, unleashing a wave of monsters before Greer was able to reinforce it.

      Evander ducked a swipe of a scythe, coming up behind the shadow wraith with a swing. Flesh gave way to the bite of his blade, the head rolling off the body as the corpse fell. Zaeth’s sword sliced through a snarling goblin as his free hand ripped through the throat of one of the Fractured.

      “The last of the screams have quieted,” Evander said, deflecting a blow meant for Greer. “Sounds like Naz and Jarek have reached the last of them.”

      “Good,” Zaeth called from my other side. “We need to retreat.”

      Retreat?

      Hacking through a surge of Fractured, I risked a glance once more. Buildings were toppling, the streets were overrun, the ring of walls that had stood for millennia had been reduced to rubble. Zaeth already knew the truth: the base was lost.

      Not allowing myself to think about the repercussions of such a thing, I swallowed. “What about the others? The Select Guard—”

      Naz materialized from the shadows beside me, averting a scythe and knocking the shadow wraith back with a fierce kick. My sword intercepted its neck with a clean slice through its spine.

      “Most of the base’s soldiers were fighting near the gates,” Naz said, ushering the last of the humans through the portal. “Jarek and I secured the ones who survived.”

      My stomach twisted, only a sliver of dread lessening as Jarek luxed into view. With the last of the monsters dead at our feet, Evander came to his side.

      Jarek leaned on him, his expression grim as he caught Zaeth’s eye. “Veles will turn his full attention to us, the Dark Kingdom, now that the humans have been dealt with.”

      As if his words had summoned him, Veles appeared on the ridge overlooking the city. No longer was he little more than smoke—a soul possessing another’s body. He had reformed. Sleek, silver hair reached down his back, cascading over skin so pale it held a hint of blue.

      Draven stepped forward, shoulder to shoulder with his brother. The two were similar in build, Veles only slightly smaller, but where Draven’s eyes burned a bright red, Veles’s were eclipsed in black.

      A wave of cú sídhe crested next to them, throngs of Fractured, goblins, and shadow wraiths trialing not far behind. The shimmer of a portal caught my eye in the distance, still open, still funneling monster after monster—Alderidge.

      My blood boiled, but before I could even contemplate going after him, Zaeth jerked me toward the portal with him. Other than Evander, Ryuu, and Greer, we were the only ones left.

      “Run while you can, little phoenix,” Veles’s voice boomed.

      His words unleashed the swell of his army. The line of monsters descended, the pack of cú sídhe set free like a swarm of hungry hounds.

      “We’re coming.”
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      El and Zaeth crossed just as I lost hold of the shield and collapsed. Ryuu cursed, but his arms were around me before I hit the floor. We rushed for the portal, Jarek and Evander trailing us as the monsters surged. But the shimmering light of the portal was already around us.

      It felt similar to luxing with Jarek, but where luxing felt like floating through the air at an infinite speed, the portal was more akin to being washed out to sea with the tide. Both left my body humming with energy, taking the edge off the bone-deep fatigue dragging me beneath the waves. And then we were back in the dark palace.

      Ryuu set me on the edge of the nearest cot, heedless of the person already occupying it.

      “I’m fine,” I said before he could ask, my gaze bypassing his worried expression and finding my little sister just a few beds over.

      “Oh gods,” I breathed, realizing why El and half the Select Guard were clustered around the table.

      Ahmya was lying stretched on the table, Vidarr clutching her hand as if he could fight off Death himself. The hem of her shirt was tucked up, revealing the wide arch of red, the wound sinking through the right side of her abdomen. It looked like a scythe caught her around the middle, stopping only once it hit the bones of her spine.

      Her once warm complexion had gone ashen, and I could just pick out her pulse from the chaos of the room—it was there, but thready and weak. Even from here, I could see ropes of tissue slipping out of the gaping wound, despite Lannie’s and the clustered healers’ best efforts to sew each and every piece back together.

      Tears pricked my eyes, tumbling freely down my cheeks as Ryuu helped me to her side. Ahmya’s eyes were already closed, but Vidarr brushed the pads of his fingers over her brow, along her cheek, murmuring words of love as he clutched her limp hand.

      I gripped her other, watching as Lannie looped thread and tied at a furious rate.

      But her breathing slowed.

      And her heart stopped.

      It had been a handful of seconds since returning, and Ahmya was dead.

      Lannie must have realized it too, because she shoved back from the table with a curse, blood up to her forearms. She closed her eyes, forcing in a deep breath before she opened them again in my direction.

      The smallest traces of relief blossomed on her face as she found me alive, only to be ripped away in a flash.

      Lannie’s eyes widened as she shot toward me. For a moment, I thought the portal had reopened, that Alderidge had somehow managed to find our location.

      But there was no portal when I turned.

      Only Evander collapsing to the floor with an arrow protruding from his back.

      Lannie was at his side before I thought to move, flying into action. She broke the shaft of the arrow easily, assessing the wound where the serrated tip protruded from his chest.

      “Greer, I need you to apply pressure when I remove the arrow.”

      Her firm direction had me kneeling beside her, ready to do as she asked despite the queasy feeling in my stomach. Jarek held him, muttering apologies, but Evander’s eyes were closed. Blood seeped out from the wound, the patch of red over the right side of his chest growing.

      “One, two, three.” Lannie thrust the rest of the arrow through, dragging a tortured whimper from Evander, before he lost consciousness once more.

      Lannie rolled him to his back, allowing me to apply pressure more effectively, but the blood kept coming.

      “I need my solutions,” Lannie sputtered, the unhinged glint in her eyes growing. “I don’t have anything here—”

      Her voice hitched as Jarek crashed to the floor on Evander’s other side. Pressing his palms to his chest, he closed his eyes. There was a faint glow at his fingertips, my heart fluttering with hope at the sight, before the light flickered and faded.

      Jarek cursed, gritting his teeth against exhaustion raking through his body and tried again.

      “What are you doing?” Lannie asked, her frantic tone ramping higher as the bleeding started anew. “Heal him.”

      “I’m trying,” Jarek cried. “My resources are drained…”

      But he tried again, the light flickering shorter each time. Until not even a hint of it came.

      “Heal him!” Lannie screamed, pushing my hand aside to apply pressure herself, but his pulse was fading, the gap between beats growing longer.

      My eyes welled with tears as a sob broke free.

      “Don’t!” she snapped, starting compressions on his all too still chest. Tears were streaking her own cheeks and I could hear the violent rhythm of her heart as reality started to sink in. But Lannie pushed against his chest, her movements growing frenzied as she unraveled before my eyes.

      “He’s not dead. He’s not. I can’t lose another person. I can’t. I won’t—”

      With a shaking hand, I reached out, my palm resting on her shoulder, but she continued moving. “Lannie—”

      She screamed, her back bowing, as a blast of light emanated from her body. It seared through me, burning away the last few hours of fatigue and exhaustion.

      It felt like my cells were being forced to knit together, to recharge. Healing was normally gentle, a soft urging. But this, this was power. This was electric particles whipping through each and every fiber of my body, demanding any defect, any wound or injury be corrected.

      I bowed forward, palms flat on the floor as I fought to catch my breath, to open my eyes. When I finally did, it was to silence. I blinked, looking around at the packed throne room of the Dark Kingdom. People were still here. Families, fae, children—all still here.

      But the screaming had stopped. The pain had stopped.

      They were healed—all of them.

      “It doesn’t hurt anymore, mama.” A child spoke into the stillness, joined by another. The room erupted into happy sobs, everyone rejoicing. Everyone was safe.

      But I couldn’t join them. Swallowing, I forced myself to focus on Lannie. She was still hovering over Evander, palms overlapping and against his chest. His torso was still covered in blood, specks of which had spattered along Lannie’s arms—her face—while she’d been attempting to resuscitate him. But her movements had stilled. She was panting, staring down at Evander—staring down at the steady rise and fall of his chest.

      Evander blinked, his gaze searching until he focused on Lannie. “You pulled me back.”

      A sob hitched in Lannie’s chest.

      “He was there—Jem. He was waiting for me. I didn’t want—” Evander closed his eyes, a single tear slipping free. “He told me I wasn’t done. Not yet. He told me you’d heal me.”

      “I couldn’t lose another person. Another brother.” Lannie drew her hands back, swaying on her knees as she looked down at Evander. “I’m sorry.”

      The apology looked as if it took something from her, something heavy. Evander’s answering flinch was nearly imperceptible, but I saw it.

      “I’m sorry,” Lannie whispered again, before collapsing.
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      “It’s time to talk,” I said, joining the others in the large room designed for military discussions.

      Dark walls stretched around us, broken up by intricate lanterns casting shadows across them. No windows were present, and Zaeth assured each of us there were no hidden chambers. We were safe.

      A wide, round table sat in the center of the room with a map of Pax cast over it. The kingdoms were clearly denoted, all major geography points accounted for, and there were markers showing the known locations of our enemies. Veles’s stronghold continued to evade us, but Silas and the light royals had been added to the bunch.

      I stalked past Alarik, Vidarr, Greer, Ryuu, and Jarek, my attention focused on the fae with light purple hair and silver eyes. A tasteful silver crown inlaid with amethyst gems sat between two small ram horns arching back: The Earth Queen.

      “Agreed.” She held my gaze, unflinchingly, but not unkindly. “There is much to discuss.”

      Yes, there was. Not only about how she’d managed to construct a portal to the base, as well as one directly into the throne room of the dark palace, but also why her attention seemed to revolve around my little sister. I was told the Earth Queen stepped through the portal shortly after Lannie did, somehow making it past all of us without being seen.

      When we’d returned, she was near Lannie, hovering along the fringes, watching as my little sister worked through the room, helping the injured. But the queen’s cool exterior had cracked when Lannie had shifted. I wasn’t sure if it was surprise at seeing a fae shift before her eyes, or if it was the sight of Lannie collapsing, but something had intrinsically changed.

      Either way, she’d been careless with her attention. It was clear Lannie was of interest to her, and I had every intention of discovering why.

      “Why don’t you start?” I gave her a maliciously sweet smile as I took a seat next to Zaeth.

      Soter and Naz shot me warning looks, but I continued on as if I were the picture of etiquette.

      Alarik snorted, the sound turning into a cough in a poor attempt to cover it up. It had been a while since I last heard true amusement from him. His eyes met mine, an understanding passing silently between the two of us.

      Zaeth cleared his throat, his jaw clenching as he distinctly avoided my gaze. “We are grateful for the Earth Kingdom’s aid Queen Halcyon, but I must admit we are curious how it came to be.”

      She inclined her head in a show of respect toward Zaeth. “As you know, my reign has only just begun, but it has been tried countless times. My views on the welfare of my people have been controversial, at best.”

      Before she could elaborate, Soter spoke, his molten gold eyes fixed on me. “Queen Halcyon’s views on human and fae equality, and on breaking the long held opinion of women being expected to marry young, produce heirs, and defer to their husbands nearly started a civil war in the Earth Kingdom. If nothing else, you should admire the strength it takes to hold such a public in check.”

      My taunting grin faded as the queen nodded a thanks to Soter, before continuing. “I needed allies. Being that the Light Kingdom is to the west and the Water Kingdom is to the south, I was left with one option—brave the unknown of the Wild Kingdom.”

      The room seemed to hold its breath.

      It was Naz who spoke. “The mist surrounding the great mountains and the Western Woods are too thick. They are laced with a power even the strongest of fae have been unable to penetrate.”

      Queen Halcyon grinned. “Ah, but I wasn’t seeking to conquer or to demand payment. I simply asked.”

      Naz blinked, mouth opening and then closing again.

      “Xylia, the capital of the Earth Kingdom, has welcomed a number of humans over our borders, but it was clear the growing numbers only served my enemies’ purpose of undermining my rule.”

      “More refugees mean more resources allocated to humans.” Alarik sighed, seeming to have had this argument before. “Which, in a kingdom dominated by human-hating fae, could be used as a reason to go against you.”

      I glanced at Vidarr, expecting him to elaborate, but he was staring at the map before us with a vacant, haunted look in his eyes. A weight settled in my stomach. Ahmya, I hadn’t realized how close they’d grown, but it was clear Vidarr wasn’t here. His mind and soul were elsewhere, searching for his other half.

      “We have plenty of resources,” Queen Halcyon continued, drawing me back to the conversation. “But my enemies used each person saved as a barb, twisting the truth until it sounded like food in the refugees’ bellies was directly taken out of our citizens’ mouths.”

      “So, you risked the Wild Kingdom,” Jarek said, not bothering to mask his admiration. “And you were successful.”

      “I was,” Queen Halcyon confirmed. She looked around the room, seeming to weigh each of us carefully before speaking again. “I made an alliance with Freya, Queen of the Wild Kingdom. She’s been helping me transport humans across our borders and through the mist, ensuring they are protected from Veles’s forces.”

      Zaeth’s eyes narrowed. “Am I to believe you’ve been secretly helping the humans of Pax to safety, despite you repeatedly denying my request to join us in battle?”

      “Yes.” Queen Halcyon said, unflinchingly. “If I had joined you publicly, those seeking to unthrone me would have had even more motive than they do now. I may be young, but I am not naïve, King Zaethrian.”

      Zaeth weighed her words, but his face was a mask of control. “And the proof you offer?”

      “I managed to evacuate half of the human base without so much as a warning of the attack. I don’t suppose you could just trust me?” Queen Halcyon asked, almost sighing.

      “A marvelous point,” Zaeth acknowledged, leaning back in his chair. “You constructed a portal, despite it being a rare gift, even among the wild fae. Not only that, but you opened it in my throne room, bypassing layers of wards, and can somehow conceal your presence when you wished.”

      He lifted a brow, waiting for her to deny it, but she only smiled. “What else have you discovered, Dark King?”

      “I don’t remember seeing you when we first stepped through the portal and into battle, but I was informed you appeared moments later in Caligo. As you’ve said, you constructed a portal to the base on the very day Veles attacked, though claim to have no prior knowledge of it. I wish to know how.”

      The last word hung between them like a gauntlet thrown. Larger, more ferocious beings would have cowered under Zaeth’s questions, under the harsh glint in his eyes, but Queen Halcyon simply answered.

      “We’ve been watching the base. Veles has grown sloppy of late, the attacks chaotic, even for him. With regaining his corporal form, we anticipated a strike to the heart of the human resistance. We were right.”

      “You just guessed when he attack?”

      Her eyes drifted to Lannie for a single fleeting moment before retuning to Zaeth’s intent stare. “Something like that.”

      “The ‘we’ you speak of being?” Zaeth prompted as the slightest ring of light crackled round his irises.

      Queen Halcyon sighed, unfazed by the growing tension in the room. “I cannot create a portal, nor can I mask my appearance at will, but she can.”

      Zaeth pushed back from the table, the others following, as the light shifted behind Queen Halcyon. It seemed to draw in on itself, collecting into a diamond set atop a short, golden staff.

      Legs clad in tall leather boots tying up to her knees appeared first, more body coming into view as the light withdrew. Furs lined the fae’s torso, the small gap in a coat revealing leathered paneling beneath with a crisscrossing of blades. Long, blond hair linked in a series of braids and knots shown stark against the earthy brown clothing as the last flare of light dimmed. Dark paint coated the lids of her honey-gold eyes, spanning across the bridge of her nose to give her a masked appearance. Runes pulsed across her forehead, stretching down her cheeks and under the center of her chin. They pulsed once more, before fading entirely.

      I tensed, feeling the moment Zaeth, too, recognized the short, golden staff for what it was—the third and final piece of the Spear of Empyrean.

      “Allow me to introduce Freya, Queen of the Wild Kingdom.”
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      I didn’t want to open my eyes. The world had changed, and I had been forced to change with it. My lungs expanded, dragging another breath in, before exhaling. My heart beat, my blood pumped—I was alive. While so many others were dead.

      Another day of death.

      Another day of loss.

      I focused on taking another breath. On the dozens of scents I could now distinguish in the air: salt and sweat of too many bodies confined to too small a space, the familiar tang of dried blood and soiled clothes, and the lingering hint of sulfur. There were other, lighter smells as well, like freshly tilled earth and the gentle dampness coating the world on an early, misty morning.

      Not thinking, I searched for chamomile and honey, recoiling when I remembered I would never find it again.

      Ser was gone, her body another hollowed shell among the masses, left to the whims of Veles and his monsters. I knew it wouldn’t help, but I couldn’t prevent the prick of tears.

      The sound of a cushion in a nearby chair shifted, forcing my eyes open.

      Judging by the soft rays of light drifting in through the square-paneled windows, it looked like I’d slept through the night. Greer sat across from me, her light blue eyes wide with worry. El was leaning against the doorframe just beyond. Looking around, I recognized the space as a large room, complete with a sitting area and an en suite. The walls were slick and black—cold. There were a few flourishes to the space, like the golden candelabras along the mantle of a wide-set fireplace, the overhead chandeliers created from roughly cut crystals, but most of the space was kept bare.

      I looked down at the soft, cotton pajamas I wore. Someone had carried me to bed and changed my clothes. And bathed me. I lifted a brow in their direction, Greer’s attempt at a smile nearly undoing me.

      “We bathed and changed you. No-one else.”

      I gave a small tilt of my chin in thanks and stared at my hands, the skin scrubbed clean. They’d been coated in blood the last time I saw them. So much blood.

      I don’t know how long I sat there, staring at the smooth pads of my fingers… grieving that the last of Ser’s blood had been washed away and I hadn’t even been there to acknowledge it.

      With a deep breath, I glanced up, nearly certain my sisters had left from the lack of noise they caused. But they were there, waiting for me. So quiet. They were both so quiet. I’d need to get used to that, to isolating specific things like breathing or heartbeats, now that I was fae.

      I would need to get used to my new body as well—it was the same, but stronger somehow. It was like I could feel the resilience of my body, the energy lurking beneath the surface, repairing minute damage the moment it occurred. Lifting my hand, I traced the tops of my ears, the pointed tips confirming what I already knew.

      “You have a brand as well,” El said, leaning against the doorframe. “A lotus blossom behind your right shoulder.”

      As soon as she spoke the words, I was acutely aware of a slight stinging in that region.

      “How are you feeling?” Greer asked.

      I gave her the look that question deserved.

      “Right,” Greer said, shaking her head. “Of course you’re not feeling well.”

      El unraveled herself from the doorway, and sank into the plush blankets gathered at the foot of the bed.

      “You shifted.”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Greer asked softly.

      Did I? I wasn’t sure. So much had gone wrong. So many people killed who should have lived. And then to shift after they were gone—after Ahmya and Ser had died.

      I shook my head, fighting down the next wave of tears. Once my breathing was almost back to normal, I found the strength to meet my sisters’ gaze.

      “Everything was spiraling out of control. Everyone kept dying. I couldn’t lose Evander. It—it felt like something snapped in me.”

      El nodded. “It was the same for us.”

      “Like a dam crumbling and a tidal wave breaking free,” added Greer.

      “I couldn’t control it,” I said. “There was all this power buzzing beneath my skin, and Evander’s heart had stopped. I just… exploded.”

      “You did,” El confirmed. “There was a blast of warmth that stretched just outside the palace. Everyone in range was healed, despite their ailment or length of injury.”

      I blinked.

      “Even Evander made a full recovery,” Greer said. “The dark fae healers think it was because you were doing compression. His brain was still functioning because his blood was still circulating. When your fae affinity healed everyone, he was able to respond.”

      He was lucky. A few moments longer and he wouldn’t have survived. A dark, tortuous part of my mind reminded me that if I had found a way to tap into my fae affinities only a few hours earlier—a few minutes… I shook my head. There was no point following that line of thought. It hadn’t happened. People had died, as they always did.

      “Did your fae affinities have an explosion, too?” My eyes bounced between my sisters who shared a look.

      “No,” El answered after another moment. “There was the internal release, but neither Greer nor myself have abilities that affect others. Most fae don’t experience a ‘break’ at all. Apparently, shifting into your fae form and undergoing the settling are usually seamless, with most transformations occurring after a long night of sleep. Soter and Ryuu think our transitions have something to do with the binding placed on us.”

      “That’s logical,” I said, pushing up to sit. Logic, I could handle. “That should be the last of the binding spell, now that all of us have broken through.”

      Greer stood, worrying her hands as she glanced between El and me. “I know this is terrible timing, and there are a lot more important things going on—”

      “What happened?” El cut in.

      “Nothing bad,” Greer said, shaking her head. “It’s actually a good thing—”

      “Greer,” I said around a sigh. “We could do with a little good news right now. Just tell us.”

      She inhaled deeply before the words burst out of her. “I’m married. Well, mated. Ryuu and I bound our souls.”

      El’s smile was genuine and full of warmth as she pulled Greer into a hug. “Zaeth scented you at Caligo. I figured you’d tell us when you were ready.”

      Greer’s cheeks flushed. “I’m still getting used to fae being able to scent things like that, though I do enjoy knowing everyone is aware he’s mine.”

      “Congratulations,” I said, the word hollow. It wasn’t that I was upset at Greer’s happiness, only that it served as a stark contrast to Ser’s absence.

      My sisters shared a look, before taking a seat on either side of me.

      “There’s something we need to tell you,” Greer said, picking at her nails. “I know losing Ahmya was difficult, especially since the two of you had grown close over the last few months. I’m really sorry and wish I didn’t need to tell you—”

      “What is it?” I snapped, too tired to conceal my irritation.

      Greer’s eyes welled with tears, her bottom lip trembling as she tried to speak.

      “We can’t find Serephina,” El said, taking Greer’s hand in one and mine in the other. “We have people looking, but I can’t imagine her not coming to your side the moment she was able to. We have to assume…”

      El’s words washed over me as that sickening twist bunched in my stomach. Serephina—Ser—the one person in this world who had stayed by my side when everyone else had left.

      I was vaguely aware of the growing silence as my cheeks grew damp.

      “Lannie?” Greer asked tentatively.

      “She’s dead,” I said, voice hollow. “We were gathering flowers for Samhain near the stables and a goblin shot an arrow through her throat.”

      Greer gasped as El’s jaw clenched.

      Not able to stand the horrified looks on their faces, I pushed from the bed and headed toward the shower. I was dressed in a clean t-shirt and a pair of baggy pants, but I still needed to scrub the residue of war from my skin.

      I stopped short of the en suite, my vision snagging on the cluster of orange blossoms on top of the table. They were crushed, the petals bent and stained, but there was no mistaking what they were.

      “Zaeth and I discovered the source of somnus,” El said, following my line of sight. “They’re grown by a group of fae in The Sleeping Forest.”

      My eyes snapped to hers. “How were you able to retrieve them, without succumbing to the toxin yourself?”

      “We had help,” she answered vaguely. “Veles has the fae altering the blossoms to become more toxic. This was from the last bloom—the strongest yet. They theorized it would be strong enough to kill rather than sedate. The antidote lies in the stems of the plant.”

      “Gods,” Greer breathed.

      Closing my eyes, I inhaled deeply before releasing it on an exhale. “I’ll get started on reformulating the antidote. The flowers only release toxins when living, but if the harvested crop can be used to kill those exposed to it…”

      “We’re hoping the crop was destroyed soon after our departure,” El said. “But we won’t know until Veles uses the toxin again.”

      “At the very least,” I said, my mind working through the antidote. “Our current counter toxin should be strong enough to prevent death.” I tilted my head to the side, studying the velvet petals. “Veles didn’t use somnus at the base. Even attacks on outside villages only had evidence of somnus sometimes.”

      “Queen Halcyon believes he saves it for fae,” El said, meeting my haunted gaze. “Humans are too easy to kill.”

      I almost flinched, but it was a truth I was all too familiar with.

      “We need to stop Alderidge,” I said, a heavy fatigue settling in my bones. “Veles and his army are problems, but if Alderidge continues to portal them around, we’ll continue to lose.”

      “Alarik said as much.” Greer’s voice was soft, but El and I turned to face her. Her eyes met El’s waiting gaze. “He and Zaeth were talking about a way to kill Alderidge when you were talking with Queen Halcyon about—”

      Greer’s eyes bounced to me before returning to my sister. I spun on El. “You were talking to Queen Halcyon, the Earth Queen, about me?”

      “And Queen Freya of the Wild Kingdom,” Greer added, earning a glare from El. She shrugged. “What? She’s going to find out eventually.”

      “Find out what?” I asked, voice taking on a hard edge.

      El sighed, sounding just as exhausted as I felt. “Queen Halcyon has a proposition for you.”
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      Lannie and I sat with Queen Freya and Queen Halcyon in high-backed, black velvet chairs set around the table, a large, oval slab of onyx, as everyone offered ideas as to what our next steps should be. Sitting across from me, Jarek and Evander were the only ones who had voted for a scouting mission. All agreed an open attack was suicide. It would only result in forfeiting this war, but the need to take out Alderidge was unanimous.

      Alarik, Vidarr, and Cadoc were present as well, sitting between myself and Ryuu and Naz at the far end, representing what remained of the human resistance. The first two were quietly watching, but Cadoc demanded we take action.

      “I don’t care about your reasoning,” Cadoc seethed, his cold blue eyes glaring. His dark hair was trimmed, his features strong, but there was a harshness to him that couldn’t be groomed away. Gods, I couldn’t believe I ever flirted with him, even if it was to make Ryuu jealous. “We need to strike hard and fast. Alderidge needs to pay for what he did.”

      “He will,” Zaeth drawled from his position near the large map hanging from the wall. “But to attack now would mean our deaths, not his. Veles’s army out number us.”

      “Significantly out number us,” Soter added, his ram horns tilting to the side as he studied the depiction of Pax riddled with scoremarks and red blots indicating decimated villages. “We won’t win an open war.”

      “I’m not talking about killing Veles,” Cadoc insisted, slamming his palms down on the table as he pushed to stand. “I’m talking about taking out Alderidge.”

      “So are we,” Lannie muttered under her breath, staring at the parchment of somnus properties before her. She’d agreed to come to the meeting, the first of the queens’ requests, but we’d yet to make it to the rest of their terms. El had been tight-lipped about where she thought this was heading, but I knew she’d figured something out and was refusing to tell us.

      Cadoc snarled at something Alarik said, earning an eye roll from me. Gods, he was insufferable. I looked at El standing on Zaeth’s other side, sure she’d be just as annoyed by Cadoc’s lack of foresight as I was, but she was watching him with the same appraising look Zaeth was.

      “Cadoc,” Alarik warned.

      Cadoc glared, but held his tongue, continuing to stand.

      Ignoring them, Naz turned to Queen Halcyon and Queen Freya. “You’re the only other fae with the ability to create portals. Is there a way to track them—”

      “He’s in the Earth Kingdom,” Cadoc snapped. “Just south of The Seven Sacred Pools. There’s no need to involve them.”

      He spat the last word, his strong chin jerking toward the corner where we sat. The queens were unfazed by the hatred in his voice, but Lannie and I stiffened.

      “Cadoc,” Alarik repeated, voice cutting.

      “How do you know that?” El asked, her voice eerily calm.

      She stood from her chair on the far side of the table and slowly walked toward Cadoc’s towering frame. El stopped just shy of him, staring up with a deceptively serene look on her face. If I hadn’t known her better, I would have thought her only mildly curious, but her casual posture, her gentle tone, were carefully constructed traps. Zaeth seemed to know this as well, slowly shifting until he was positioned a few steps behind her.

      “If you knew for certain where Alderidge’s location was,” El promised, “we could strike now.”

      I was impressed by the way El let the hunger in her eyes show—just enough—for Cadoc to believe her interest laid in capturing Alderidge. And it was, but she was on the trail of something else, right now.

      The queens stiffened, picking up on the underlying tension, but nobody spoke. Even Lannie looked up from her notes, brow furrowed as she fought to unravel what El’ intent was.

      Cadoc lifted his chin, clearly offended at being questioned and completely oblivious to the danger in front of him.

      “It is. If you don’t believe me, have the wild fae confirm it.” Cadoc jerked his gaze toward Queen Freya, pointing a finger at the spearhead clasped in her hand. “That’s the head of The Spear of Empyrean. It has the ability to sense where he is.”

      All eyes swung to the queen. She met each of our gazes before answering.

      “The spearhead can sense disturbances in Pax, specifically those caused from accessing large portions of fae affinities. It is true that portals have a greater pull, as they directly link the fae casting them to the core of Pax’s power. Queen Halcyon and I have been tracking the half-fae’s movements, but there are dozens of power pulses. Every day they fluctuate, some fading while others form.”

      Queen’s Freya shared a look with Queen Halcyon before her golden eyes settled on Cadoc. “We’ve recently been able to narrow down frequented locations—possible bases—for Veles and his army.”

      “Why didn’t you mention this earlier?” Zaeth asked, his tone casual, while his posture was anything but.

      “You have a reputation, Dark King,” the Earth Queen answered. “We’ve been monitoring the human settlement and anticipating an attack from the brothers.” Queen Halcyon’s eyes flicked to Soter before returning to Zaeth. “Your presence was lacking, suggesting their lives were of little consequence to you. However, your warrior’s presence, along with the recent attempt of the human-fae training center suggested otherwise.”

      “Soter has been helping Alarik and his men for months under the Dark Kingdom’s direction,” Naz said.

      The queens nodded.

      “We’d thought to approach you after Fort Carnifex,” Queen Freya continued. “But the period of mourning following the battle appeared to be a significant one.”

      I blanched, nearly flinching from the lash of memories… of Will’s small body, lying broken and lifeless before me. Lannie sucked in a sharp breath, her eyes dropping from the piercing gaze of Queen Freya. I thought I saw Queen Halcyon’s hand twitch, as if she might offer comfort, but her hand stilled before I could be sure.

      “Thank you,” El breathed. “For allowing us to grieve.”

      “When we thought to contact you again,” Queen Halcyon continued, “a pair of you had gone into the Light Kingdom. It was only in the aftermath of your escape we started to suspect all of us were after the same thing.”

      “Which was confirmed when you returned from the north, Dark King,” Queen Freya said, eyes fixed on Zaeth.

      “I don’t care about any of that,” Cadoc snarled. “We have a location for Alderidge. The pools are where the brothers go to talk, portaled there by Alderidge. We can set up an ambush.”

      Queen Freya tilted her head, inspecting Cadoc like he was an annoying pest proving to be more wasp than honeybee. “Now that we have a focal point, I can focus our attention on that region. Are you so sure you’d be able to direct us to their camp without being detected?”

      “They aren’t prepared for an attack.” Cadoc nodded, placated someone was responding to his request. “There’s only ever a small group with them at the pools. Veles insists on privacy when the brothers speak.”

      “How?” El’s question ran through the room, despite her gentle tone. “How do you know?”

      Cadoc spun to face her, using his height in an attempt to intimidate her. “I just do.”

      El held his gaze, unfazed by his posturing, and I could’ve sworn Zaeth suppressed a smirk.

      “You just… do,” she said, allowing the hint of condescension into her tone.

      It wasn’t phrased like a question. Cadoc finally seemed to catch on to the fact that El was probing for something. He glared at her, lips curling in disgust before he stepped away and started pacing again.

      “Everything is so messed up,” Cadoc muttered, arms swinging as he moved. “It was supposed to be the fae. Alderidge said the brothers wanted separation of humans and fae. Wanted to keep the lines pure.”

      Lannie and I remained seated, but Alarik stood slowly, the others following soon after. “Cadoc, what did you do?”

      “This—the base falling—this was your fault,” Cadoc spat, meeting the hardness in Alarik’s eyes with his own raging anger. “You started letting in those half-breeds. Letting in fae. He was going to purge the base for us. Kill off the impurities.”

      “How long have you been working with the brothers?” Alarik asked. “The villages, Neith—were they all you?”

      Cadoc’s eyes flicked from El before settling on Alarik. “Alderidge approached me after the first battle of Neith. I told him no, at first. But then you had to keep pushing things. Had to let in that whore pretending to be human and her cursed brother and sisters.”

      It felt like all the air in my lungs had been knocked out with the force of his words. I couldn’t move. Shock had frozen me in place as my mind desperately tried to piece together what he’d just admitted to.

      Lannie leaned forward, eyes blazing. “You’ve been working for Alderidge?”

      “No. It was a partnership. Alderidge promised he’d fix it,” Cadoc said, his anger fading. He turned pleading eyes on Alarik, begging his general to understand. “He was meant to purge the impurities surrounding us, and allow humans to be humans once more.”

      “You let them in?” Vidarr’s voice broke, hoarse from disuse. He hadn’t spoken since Ahmya had passed, but his eyes were alight now and burning with rage.

      Cadoc’s scowl softened into something that almost looked like regret. “She was supposed to be safe. The children—” He swallowed. “Alderidge lied to me. Please, I know I’ve made mistakes, but we can fix this. Alderidge is the one to blame. Not me. He lied to me.”

      Alarik shook his head, what looked like disappointment and horror vying for dominance across his features. Most in the room held similar expressions—most, but not all.

      El was stalking closer, the glowing dark rings around her eyes igniting. She stopped in front of him, forcing Cadoc to acknowledge her.

      “Fort Carnifex,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “You set the men up in the forest. Told Draven where to find the smaller team—the team being helped by fae.”

      “Yes,” he said, his mouth twisting into a warped, nearly imperceptible, grin.

      The single word broke the spell that had been holding me in place. I pushed the chair back, letting its legs screech across the floor, before making my way around the table toward El. She had gone deathly still, mirroring the room.

      “You’re the reason they found Will,” I breathed. “You were the traitor.”

      The feeling of the room shifted then. Maybe it was the small hitch in El’s breath or the way a flash of tears sprang to her eyes. Whatever it was, the others sensed danger closing in around us.

      “El,” Alarik started, taking a step toward her. As if he could stop this. As if he could protect Cadoc from the pain and grief and darkness blazing in her eyes.

      In the end it was quick.

      Cadoc’s body jerked, the flash of confusion shifting to fear as El’s fist punched through his stomach. Her forearm thrust up, her fingers no doubt blasting through entrails and lungs until they closed around his still-beating heart. The small whimper sounding from the traitor’s throat was a welcomed sound, the blood bubbling from his mouth horrific and yet, I couldn’t bring myself to feel appalled by the sight.

      All the while, El stared into his eyes, watching each flash of pain as she squeezed tighter. Watching, until Cadoc’s body collapsed and the last dregs of his life were extinguished.
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      Cadoc’s blood coated my arm, the cooling liquid trickling off my fingers in round, fat droplets before falling onto his still chest.

      “What have you done?” Alarik’s voice was a whisper, but in the silence of the room, it was deafening.

      I looked away from the body at my feet and met Alarik’s green eyes without shame. Strange how they’d once held the power to undo me, to render me speechless. Now, they were just another pair of eyes belonging to someone who didn’t understand the person I was.

      “Cadoc was responsible for the battle of Fort Carnifex falling into disarray. For the light fae hunting us in the forest. For Will’s death.”

      Alarik grimaced, but shook his head. “There are other ways to enact justice.”

      “And if it had been your sister?” I asked, voice firm. “If she had been slaughtered before your eyes, would death have been too harsh then?”

      Alarik flinched, face paling as I turned away from him to meet the calculating gaze of Queen Freya and Queen Halcyon. It was the former who spoke.

      “The human reaped what he sowed. Death for death.”

      “Which only means double the corpses,” Alarik bit out, turning his angry glare on her.

      Queen Freya tilted her head, appraising him. “You have a good heart, General, and in most wars that would serve you well. But our enemy cannot be rehabilitated. They cannot be assimilated. This ends only one way—in complete annihilation. I would prefer it not to be ours.”

      “Enough,” Lannie said, sitting up in her chair and facing Alarik. “Cadoc is dead and he is not missed.”

      My eyes widened, taking in my youngest sister. She wouldn’t be eighteen until the spring, but she had dealt with far more than any teenager should have to face. She spoke with authority, with confidence, I realized the child I’d remembered her to be had vanished, replaced by the person before me.

      “With Cadoc’s information,” Lannie said, facing the queens. “Can you create a portal?”

      “Yes,” Queen Halcyon said. “And no.”

      “Please explain,” Zaeth said, his voice strained.

      Queen Freya spoke in her stead. “The spearhead enhances my natural ability to create portals by deepening my connection to Pax. Judging by the length Alderidge was able to maintain his portal at the base, he must have his own way of tapping into the earth’s affinities. I can create a portal near The Seven Sacred Pools, far enough away to minimize our chance of detection.”

      “I thought you said the spear can shield you—mask your presence.”

      “It can, but Alderidge is more powerful than he should be. The silver-blue runes coating his body are unlike any I’ve seen among the wild fae. If he detects the portal—”

      “The ambush would fail,” Ryuu finished.

      Queen Freya nodded, sharing a loaded look with Queen Halcyon.

      “We might have a way around that,” the Earth Queen said, eyes bouncing to Lannie before addressing the room. “If all three pieces of the Spear of Empyrean were joined, its powers would be magnified. We’d be able to conceal the presence of the portal and perhaps even a small group of warriors for a short length of time.”

      “Perfect for a scouting mission,” Jarek said, sharing a look with Evander.

      “Or for an assassination,” I added.

      “There are probably wards,” Jarek countered. “Better we know what we’re up against.”

      “Good thing we have a cursebreaker,” Greer said, pushing to a stand and walking to Ryuu’s side.

      He frowned. “I’d rather you stay back.”

      “Not a chance,” she said, gathering him into a hug that caused his wings to twitch.

      “Even if we could break through the likely wards awaiting us,” Evander said, sharing a glance with a frustrated Jarek, “it would be safer to have a plan before charging in.”

      “Not necessarily,” Queen Freya said. “We may be able to go undetected once, but each time the risk grows.”

      “You’re suggesting we portal in without any previous knowledge of what is waiting for us on the other side,” Jarek said, meeting each of our gazes. “Veles is probably nearby. Even if Cadoc was telling the truth, we have already established that only a small group of us can go. That isn’t a plan. It’s a death sentence.”

      “We need to lure him out,” Queen Halcyon said. “Being that Alderidge is the only other fae with the ability to portal, he’ll be the only one able to check for a possible breach.”

      Queen Freya nodded slowly. “Purposely allow a small ripple of the portal to reach their shields. Bring our prey to us.”

      Zaeth tilted his head to the side, studying the room. I met his gaze with a shrug.

      “In theory, it should work,” I said. “Greer will accompany us in case we need help breaking through the wards or need a shield. Ryuu would join her,” I added quickly, before the air fae could interject.

      Zaeth smirked. “Jarek, I’d like you to come, as well. The plan is to retreat through the portal if things go wrong, but I’d feel more comfortable knowing you’re there for healing.”

      Greer and I shared a look, grateful he hadn’t suggested Lannie. She wasn’t focused enough to go into battle. Not yet.

      Jarek frowned. “I’d still feel more comfortable scouting.”

      “We will,” Zaeth said, weighing his words. “But if the opportunity presents itself to ground Veles’s army, we need to take it.”

      The two stared at each other a long moment before Jarek agreed.

      “I’ll need to stay here,” Naz said, meeting Soter’s gaze across the room.

      Soter nodded. “We need to get the refugees established and ensure Silas doesn’t attempt anything while we’re distracted.”

      “We’ll stay, too,” Alarik said, glancing at Vidarr.

      The vacant look had returned to the warrior’s face, but he agreed.

      Zaeth gave a nod as the four of them left the room.

      “I’m in,” Evander chimed. “Especially if my little sisters are going.”

      I shot him an annoyed glare.

      “What? Someone needs to keep you two focused.”

      “Three,” Queen Freya interrupted.

      My brows furrowed as I met Greer’s own confused gaze before we followed the queen’s line of sight to our sister.

      Lannie blinked. “I have no interest in joining.”

      “Interested or not, you’re needed. If not in battle then in the joining of the spear.”

      “Why?” she asked, before I could interject.

      Queen Halcyon cleared her throat, shifting in her seat until she was facing Lannie.

      “The spear is wielded by Queen Freya because I have entrusted it to her, but I am its master—one of them. The Spear of Empyrean was forged for Pax’s first battle. We’ve traced its history across millennia. The spear wasn’t broken by the light fae in an attempt to destroy one of the few weapons capable of killing the brothers, it was broken by a greater force—an ancient and powerful one that has managed to mostly evade detection.”

      “It can’t be joined?” Greer asked, eyeing the spearhead grasped in Queen Freya’s hand.

      “It can,” Queen Halcyon continued. “But there are stipulations. The pieces must be freely given and willingly joined.”

      Greer shrugged. “Seems easy. As you’ve said, we have all the pieces.”

      Queen Halcyon swallowed, fidgeting again as she stared at Lannie.

      “And…” I prompted, not liking how nervous she appeared.

      “And,” Queen Freya said, coming to Queen Halcyon’s defense. “It can only be reforged by three pairs of fated mates.”
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      Fated mates. Three pairs of fated mates. I glanced at Greer, noticing the way Ryuu tucked her under his wing.

      “That’s not possible,” Zaeth said, his cinnamon gaze a cyclone of emotions. “Mates are exceedingly rare.”

      I lifted a brow, studying the towering fae. He was intimidating, his chest and arms corded with defined muscle honed from decades of wielding a blade. His deadly features were only further heightened when he shifted, his fangs elongating, the eyes of an apex predator sharpening with glowing rings. This was a dark being who may just be twisted enough to see my eldest sister for who she was and not try to change her.

      My gaze flicked to El, but for once, she held her emotions in check by maintaining a look of casual disinterest. That in itself was telling. She must have made the same leap we all had—and was hurt by Zaeth’s reaction.

      Queen Freya nodded. “Yes, Dark King. But it is the only way to reforge the Spear of Empyrean and have a chance of winning this war. The goddess knew this would happen one day, despite her attempts to prevent it.”

      Zaeth scowled, but Ryuu stepped forward, Greer’s hand held firmly in his.

      “Three pairs?” Ryuu asked. “Bound?”

      Queen Halcyon shook her head, recovering her composure. “No. Not even a pledge is required.”

      “Though it might make the spear stronger,” Queen Freya added, only to be silenced with a sharp look from Queen Halcyon.

      She was flustered again. It didn’t show in her countenance, but I felt a lash of irritation from the Earth Queen all the same. She met Ryuu’s gaze, carefully avoiding mine.

      Interesting.

      “The piece of the spear you and your mate retrieved, do you have it?”

      “Yes,” Greer said, her hand diving into the inside pocket of her cloak before producing a thin cylinder—the base of the spear. She stepped forward to hand it to the queens, but they shook their heads.

      “It must be reforged by the fated mates,” Queen Freya said, all eyes turning to Zaeth and El.

      El did her best to appear unfazed by the attention, but I saw the stiffness of her spine, the carefully paced breaths she forced herself to take. But the most worrisome sign of all, was the way she avoided Zaeth’s stare.

      The Dark King had gone unnaturally still, looking like he wanted to shred the queens for revealing the task before us.

      “You cannot mean I am one of the three,” Zaeth said, his voice eerily calm. “If you have been watching me as closely as you say, you know I am the Dark Phoenix. My fate is sealed. I refused to believe the goddess would curse El to centuries of pain.”

      Queen Freya tilted her head to the side, always seeming to see something the rest of us didn’t. I expected the same harsh tone, the same insistence she’d shown before, but when she next spoke, it was soft—almost soothing. “It is not for us to question the gods.”

      Zaeth’s eyes flared, his fangs sharpening into threatening points. “I beg to differ.”

      “Zaeth,” Ryuu said, coming up beside him.

      The air fae placed a hand on his shoulder, something that I would have advised against, seeing the tight coil of the Dark King’s shoulders, the hammering of his pulse. A quick glance at El showed hers was the same—her pulse humming with the same rhythm, the same cadence. My brows lifted. It must be true.

      Leaving one sister. One mate. But it couldn’t be. Shaking the idea from my mind, I pushed those thoughts away.

      “Do you have the piece?” Ryuu asked.

      After another long moment, Zaeth pulled out a similar cylinder to the one Greer held, though this piece held irregular edges on both ends—the middle piece.

      Queen Freya stepped nearer, inspecting the spear, but not touching. “It contains both your essences—your blood—if I’m correct. Not as strong as a complete binding between mates, but something to be contended with.”

      “It only required Zaeth’s blood,” El countered. “He procured it, not me.”

      For the first time since starting this conversation, Zaeth’s eyes locked on my sister, a mix of agony and… affection? “No, love. Your finger was pricked first.”

      El’s cheeks flared a bright red as Zaeth held her gaze. Something did happen in the north. Not anything as drastic as her binding her soul to his—El was much too methodical for that—but it was clear they had already started down that path without understanding the cost.

      “And the third?” El asked, her voice still unnaturally delicate.

      I didn’t want to understand why she turned toward me, why Greer and Ryuu, Jarek and Evander, Zaeth and the queens—why everyone was staring. Waiting for me.

      Sitting up straighter, I tried to ignore the pooling dread clashing with the odd feeling of hope fluttering in my stomach. Strange.

      “You can’t be implying I’m one of the three,” I said, glancing between the queens and settling on Queen Halcyon. Her breathing hitched as my gaze narrowed, and I could’ve sworn there was a slight blush to her cheeks.

      Nobody spoke.

      I took a deep breath, my nostrils flaring as my grief and anger warred with the unknown tendrils of a blossoming dream. Pushing to a stand, I met the gaze of Queen Freya, before settling on Queen Halcyon. She’d chosen to stand as I did, within an arm’s reach. My eyes dragged down her body, really looking at her for the first time.

      She was curvier than I was, though my body had started to round out. Dark ram horns stretched back over her head, reaching a few inches taller than me. Despite her womanly physique, her body was toned and strong. If my heart hadn’t been shattered by Ser being ripped from me only hours before, I would’ve been able to admit she was attractive. But I couldn’t feel anything even close to desire right now.

      “The only person I could have been mated with just died.”

      Queen Halcyon flinched, her eyes closing briefly from the blow of my words. A lash of pain rocked through my chest—pain and jealousy and… shame?

      She swallowed, steeling herself to meet my gaze. “I know the pain you feel—”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “Yes, Melantha. I do.”

      My sisters pulled in a collective breath. Nobody called me by my full name. Most didn’t even know it even existed. I’d been Lannie forever, with only my closest family knowing there was anything more.

      “I know,” Queen Halcyon continued, seeming to sense my indignation and rushing to finish. “Because I can feel what you feel. Not all the time, but there are flickers, waves of grief. That’s how I knew when Veles attacked the base. I felt your pain when she was taken.”

      “Stop,” I pleaded, the word coming out more cry than command. I didn’t want this—couldn’t stand it. Ser had been dead for mere hours. Hours. And this queen had the audacity to claim—to claim…

      “Yes,” she said softly, answering my unspoken question. “We are the third pair. One of the three fated mates destined to save Pax.”
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      Disbelief, pain, grief, guilt. All played across Lannie’s face as Queen Freya transferred the spearhead to Queen Halcyon’s outstretched palm. The Earth Queen kept her eyes fixed on Lannie, almost like she was afraid that if she looked away, for even a moment, Lannie would flee.

      I couldn’t blame her. I felt like fleeing myself.

      My stomach had been bunched in a tight knot since Zaeth had all but nearly broken down at the thought of us being mates. He’d regained control over his expressions, his face settling into a mask of cool indifference. I did my best to mimic it, but I couldn’t forget the way he had looked when Queen Freya announced us to be fated.

      Like he’d been given a death sentence. Or, rather, that I had been.

      We were both dark fae, both supposedly driven by our baser desires for blood and pleasure, but I’d only ever lost myself to bloodlust. Each moment with Zaeth, each touch and passing, playful comment, was chosen.

      And if I were honest with myself, I craved more. The way he looked at me, the way he calmed my frantic heart when the darkness threatened to consume me—easing it without trying to wash it away—Zaeth felt like power and excitement. But more than that, I felt safe with him. Like I’d finally found a home rather than a cage.

      And that was something I wouldn’t give up, cursed prophecy or not.

      Queen Halcyon held the spear toward Lannie, who looked as though it might bite her.

      “Your sisters told you I had a proposition for you?”

      Lannie shot me and Greer a glare. “They didn’t specify what.”

      I almost interrupted, almost explained that the queen had only requested Lannie’s service in the Earth Kingdom for the next year to help train the kingdom’s healers. With the fall of the base, and the ample number of healers available in the Dark Kingdom, I hadn’t seen an issue with it. I’d expressed that it was ultimately up to Lannie. She was my sister, not my inferior, but I had known she wouldn’t have turned the offer down. Not with Queen Halcyon being willing to give up her part of the spear for Lannie’s aid.

      But that was before I’d known they were fated. Before I realized Queen Halcyon desired more than just my sister’s talents in healing.

      “To be fair,” Queen Halcyon continued. “I didn’t supply them with all of the details. I wanted to be the one to explain.”

      She paused, waiting for Lannie’s silent permission to continue. After a moment, Lannie nodded.

      “Being fated does not mean we must bind our souls. It is a choice, like any other. The goddess has looked into our hearts and the future of Pax, and has determined we will not only be the best match for each other, but also a powerful tool for this world.”

      I narrowed my eyes, watching my sisters do the same. None of us appreciated being used, even by a goddess.

      “Regardless of whether you believe it or not,” the queen continued, “we need you to willingly partake in the joining of the spear. Once the pieces are reunited, we’ll have a weapon capable of killing anything. Even a creature such as Veles.”

      We needed the spear, and despite Lannie’s reservations—despite mine—I knew she would do anything to ensure Will’s last request was fulfilled.

      “I’ll freely give up my claim to the spear,” Queen Halcyon said, “if you agree to join me in the Earth Kingdom.”

      Lannie started to protest, but Queen Halcyon held up her hand.

      “Only as a healer. There’s a strange sickness plaguing my people. I’ve had every healer in the kingdom attempt to figure out a way to combat it, but all have failed.”

      “You never mentioned this,” Zaeth said, his expression guarded.

      Queen Halcyon lifted a brow in his direction. “In the midst of holding off a civil war and facing down a plague of creatures beyond this realm, I thought it best to not proclaim the illness gripping my court.”

      She turned her gaze back to Lannie, satisfied when Zaeth didn’t press. “I’ve only just met you, and while I can sense we are fated, that does not mean I assume a right to you. My people are my priority. If, while you’re in the Earth Kingdom, we get the chance to know one another, I’ll be glad for it. Even if just as friends.”

      Lannie studied the queen, her emotions warring across her face before she finally spoke. “What is required for the joining?”

      Queen Freya answered. “Each piece must be blessed with the essence of the mated pair. The air prince and his mate are bound, their joining already blessing enough. The Dark King and his fated have secured their piece with their combined blood. If you’re declining the binding ritual where you two would be pledged to each other, a drop of blood will do.”

      I shifted, keenly aware of Zaeth’s too-still form.

      Queen Halcyon shot a glare over her shoulder at Queen Freya. “I’m not offering to be bound,” she said, pricking her finger and leaning the tip of the spear toward Lannie to do the same.

      Lannie complied, her blood mixing with the queen’s. The diamond tip of the spear flared a brilliant scarlet before settling down into a pristine stone.

      “I, Queen Halcyon of the Earth Kingdom, gift this freely to you, Melantha Tenebris.” She passed the spear to Lannie, who held it away from her like it was going to combust at any moment.

      “You must gift each piece to the sisters,” Queen Freya instructed, meeting Zaeth’s and Ryuu’s gaze. “Only then can it be reunited.”

      Ryuu repeated the phrase for Greer, as Zaeth turned to face me.

      My heart stuttered as his mask of indifference broke, revealing a well of distress.

      “This doesn’t mean we have to acknowledge the bond,” he breathed, too low for the others to hear. “Goddess’s will or not, I’ll find a way to prevent this fate.”

      “We don’t know what will happen,” I soothed, but Zaeth only shook his head, before repeating what the others said. When he held the spear out for me to take, he was careful not to brush his fingers.

      “Bring the three together,” Queen Freya instructed, forming a shimmering ring of power.

      It felt similar to a portal, but grounding rather than transporting. I could feel her gifts anchoring us to Pax, connecting the three of us to one another in addition to the earth itself.

      Greer held her piece firm in the center of the circle. I raised the next shard, lining up the irregular edges until I felt a click and then a surge of power.

      Queen Freya’s runes glowed brighter, mirrored by the flare in the circle of pulsing energy surrounding us. “Light and darkness feed into each other, oscillating until a balance is reached.”

      I felt myself shift, my dark fae affinities strengthening as I watched Greer’s light fae attributes do the same. A thin network of light danced across her body—a shield, the mark of a true cursebreaker. Now, we needed balance.

      Lannie entered the ring, sucking in a breath as the wave of power washed through her. It was still shocking to see her tipped ears, her refined features, but when she placed the final piece of the spear on top, I knew the truth of who she was.

      I felt my sisters. Knew them as well as I knew myself. Greer was bright, like sunshine determined to pierce even the darkest of clouds. My own shadows responded, the coolness of my soul complimenting the warmth of hers. But Lannie—Lannie was the life that thrived in-between the night and day. She was the path, a channel to direct our energy. The tether. But without us to provide seasons, she’d wither. Just as we would consume one another without her.

      Each of us balanced each other, the scales leveling out, as the power condensed into the solid spear before us.

      My sisters broke away, both panting and spent from the ordeal. I felt the strain as well, but managed to resist the urge to drop the spear.

      “It worked,” I breathed.

      “Not quite,” Queen Freya said with a frown. “It is reformed, but it’s resisting you. Resisting all of you.” Tilting her head to the side, she studied my sisters on the floor and then me. “It’s draining your affinities.”

      I nodded, feeling the weight of it overtake me. The spear fell from my grip, but before it hit the floor, Ryuu was there.

      The Spear of Empyrean glowed brighter, its golden light reflected in the dark green of Ryuu’s eyes.

      “Interesting,” Queen Freya mused, analyzing him. “I thought the goddess’s warrior would’ve been among the three of you. It seems I was wrong.”

      Ryuu’s eyes widened, but there was no denying the hum of power connecting him to the spear.

      “A true believer of the goddess,” Queen Halcyon added. “You must be the one to wield it.”

      “Are we done?” Zaeth asked, breaking the silence.

      Queen Freya nodded. “With the spear reformed, we’ll be prepared to handle whatever greets us near The Seven Sacred Pools. Rest tonight, prepare tomorrow.”

      Her eyes softened as they reached Lannie and Queen Halcyon before hardening once more as they landed on Cadoc’s corpse.

      “The day after next, we have another traitor to kill.”
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      I woke before the dawn, grateful that Ryuu and I had fallen asleep early in the night. The moon was low in the sky with the promise of day still a few hours off. Soaking in the warmth of his arms, of his wings wrapped around both of us, I breathed in his scent, trying to quiet my mind.

      Reforging the spear hadn’t been what I had expected—not even close. My sisters and I had always been connected, but this was different. It was similar to how I’d felt the night I bound my soul to Ryuu. Him and I were joined by power and blood, if not by souls. Now, I was vaguely aware of my sisters’ presences; not able to sense them as I did Ryuu, but aware all the same.

      Ryuu, Prince of the Air Kingdom, Tamer of Winds, and Wielder of the Spear of Empyrean. My soul-bound fae. I had hoped to keep him out of the worst of the fighting. He’d already come too close to death at the hands of Veles’s army. But now—now he was thrust into the heart of the war. Destined to be the one to kill Veles.

      To avenge Will, a small voice inside of my head whispered.

      Slipping from his arms, I pushed from the bed. I needed to think—or stop thinking. There was nothing else to be done. Ryuu had been chosen. Just as Will had been. My stomach twisted at the thought.

      Pulling one of Ryuu’s overlarge shirts on, I padded down the hall, following the path we’d taken last night to the kitchens. Judging by the sky I glimpsed from the tall, arched windows lining the halls, I guessed I had at least two, maybe three, hours before anyone would join me. The staff had been busy preparing food for all those that had fled and I had joined them last night for a few hours, grateful for the work and the reprieve it offered.

      When in doubt—or when completely overwhelmed with the chaos that life throws you, the loss of a good friend, recently being mated, and watching your little sister violently shift into a fae—bake.

      The servants had pointed out the small room in the back for me last night, complete with extra supplies and sacks of flour. A slick, onyx counter sat in the center. They’d said I was welcome to make this area mine, as it hadn’t been used in years. I doubted they’d anticipated I’d take them up on the offer, but I let my footsteps carry me to the space and got to work.

      Making my way around the kitchen, I gathered everything I would need for fresh bread. The white of the flour was stark against the dark counter, highlighting the light dusting coating the surface. This would be a mess to clean up, but I needed the distraction. With the initial ingredients mixed and the subtle flavors of oats and honey added, I began to knead the dough.

      Three fated mates. Three—my sisters and me.

      Ryuu and I had discussed what the bond meant last night, how it would affect El, but especially what it meant for Lannie. Our younger sister has been forced to grow far too quickly, but that didn’t mean she was ready for any serious relationship, let alone a mating bond. Ryuu had explained the bond doesn’t fully mature until the fae involved are both ready—whatever that meant. He’d also insisted a bond could be denied. There would be no punishment for refusing, only a loss of what could have been.

      Most of the stories described fae well past their first century of life before they discovered their mate. A few even alluded to there being multiple bonds drawn to each other, though the relationships described were in the time before the seven kingdoms were established. The nature of each bond was different. There was a familiarity, a closeness that was common among all, but each presented uniquely.

      And Queen Halcyon? Ryuu explained she was only a handful of years older than Lannie, both of them young for fae. She hadn’t seemed ready for any large commitment, though she did appear open to the development of something deeper.

      I wondered what Lannie felt. Wondered if Serephina’s death was made worse by the added responsibility of a mating bond she clearly wasn’t looking for.

      Lannie wasn’t open to a fated mate, but was El? I’d decided Alarik had been good for her. It hadn’t ended well, but it forced her to grow. She had trusted another person outside of our family; had opened a part of herself up. It would be scary for anyone, but for El, I knew it must have been terrifying. And rather than being accepted for the bits of herself that were chipped and tarnished, Alarik had sought to polish her.

      But Zaeth… Zaeth was something else entirely. The Dark King had a reputation—several, in fact. He was known for his lethalness, for his enjoyment of blood, both on the battlefield and off. Just last night, the kitchen staff were placing bets on who he would take to his bed now that he had returned. The conversation was hushed by an elder fae before I could gain any further insight, but it worried me.

      El was clearly taken with him. More so than she had been with Alarik, judging by the way her and Zaeth responded to each other. Was it just the bond? Or something deeper—something true? Like what Ryuu and I had.

      I knew our love wasn’t because the goddess had proclaimed it. What we had was a true complimenting of souls, a match through and through.

      I just hoped my sisters found the same.

      Adding a bit more flour, I turned the dough over, working it until the slightly stretching consistency that I preferred was found. Placing it in a covered bowl to rise, I stared at the flour-cover counter. Now that the bread was done, I could focus on baking El a birthday cake.

      She wasn’t particularly fond of cake. I knew she’d prefer the fresh bread, but I wanted to do something to celebrate. And bread just didn’t seem much like a celebration. No, cake was needed.

      “Baking again?”

      Ryuu’s deep voice sent a surge of warmth through my body. His scent of wild winds and something entirely primal engulfed me a moment later as his hands came to rest on the swell of my hips. Shamelessly, I pressed against him, arching my back to lean slightly forward over the table. His fingers clenched, bunching the soft fabric covering me.

      “Is that my shirt?”

      Smiling, I turned to face him. Ryuu was bare, except for a pair of dark sweats that hung dangerously low on his hips. Large wings stretched out behind a slate of hard muscle tapering into an enticing vee just above the waistband. I licked my lips.

      “You can have it back, if you’d like.”

      Letting my fingers wander up his chest and link behind his neck, I pulled him down into a heated kiss, knowing the stretch would cause the fabric to rise further.

      Ryuu groaned as he felt the edge of lace framing my ass. “No pants?”

      I smirked against his lips, trailing kisses along his neck until I met the bridge of his ear. “You shredded the ones I was wearing last night.”

      A deep rumble built in his chest as his hands gripped my ass, lifting me onto the edge of the counter. He pressed forward, settling between my thighs as he tugged the shirt over my head. The hard length of him was unmistakable, only growing in size as he leaned in to capture my mouth with his.

      “Such a wicked mouth you have,” he growled, pupils shifting into vertical slits.

      I bit my bottom lip, drawing his attention. “Is he always with you? The dragon, I mean.”

      Ryuu nodded. “He’s a part of me.”

      Tilting my head, I looked at the fae before me, strong enough to contain a dragon—to merge with one. “He wants to be in control?”

      Ryuu’s chin dipped, his jaw tensing as the green flecks in his eyes flared. “Is that what you want?”

      “Maybe another time. For now, I only want you.”

      His chest rumbled as he sank to his knees. The scrap of lace between us was gone, shredded through and tossed to the floor. Ryuu’s hands cupped my ass, dragging me to the edge and forcing my knees further apart. Without waiting, he dragged his tongue up my center, wrenching a moan from my lips.

      “You’re mine,” he growled, the heat of his breath caressing my core.

      I bucked my hips, desperate for his touch, but the flat of his palm pressed down on my stomach, holding me in place.

      “Say it.” His tongue lapped against me in long, teasing strokes. “Say you’re mine.” Another brush of his lips just below where I needed him.

      Dark eyes stared up at me, the vertical pupils noting every curve of my body—the fullness of my breasts, the rosy tint to my lips, the unabashed flush of desire coating my skin—before turning his gaze to my center spread wide before him.

      My breathing hitched as two fingers circled my entrance, his mouth hovering just above the apex of my thighs. He held my gaze as he pressed in, just enough to have me writhing with desire.

      “I’m yours,” I breathed.

      “Yes.” Ryuu growled, thrusting his fingers into me.

      I gasped as he stretched me, the sounds shifting into a long, drawn out moan as his mouth closed around my core. Threading my fingers through his dark hair, I held him to me as the coil of desire built.

      My hips bucked as his fingers pumped, our pace increasing, the pressure mounting as his tongue flicked. Just when I thought I couldn’t take anymore, his fingers curled, hitting that spot deep inside of me as he sucked.

      My back arched as I came, his fingers carrying me through the waves of pleasure. Ryuu kissed his way up my body, until his mouth found mine. He tasted like embers, and crisp winds, and me, all mixed together. The tang sent a thrill through my humming body, and I deepened the kiss, not ready for this to end.

      He groaned against me, pushing the waistband of his pants down as I pressed up. I pulled him back to me, loving how his hunger matched my own. Our mouths clashed over and over again as he lined himself up, and thrust into me.

      I gasped, still not prepared for his fullness despite how wet I was. His arms wrapped around me, tangling in my hair while the other lifted my thigh, allowing him to plunge deeper. Glorious wings stretched above us, and I reached a hand up, stroking the sensitive patch I’d found just beneath his shoulder blade.

      Ryuu shivered, his fingers gripping my ass tight enough to bruise. The next thing I knew, he’d pulled back, flipping me on my stomach to bend me over the counter. His knees pressed my thighs apart as he spread me, taking only a moment to enjoy the sight before he was buried in me once more.

      I was helpless to do anything other than hold on as he set a punishing rhythm, each thrust hitting that delicious spot within. His hand slipped around my front, working the sensitive flesh until I was pressing back against him, eager for the fall. Needing the release.

      My nipples grew taut as he thickened inside me, his release spurring my own. I tightened around him, hurtling over the edge as I felt him pulse within me.

      After the last of the tremors subsided, he gathered me in his arms and pressed a kiss to my head. I nestled against his chest, grateful the castle was still asleep. Grateful this room was mine and mine alone to use.

      “We made quite the mess,” I said, brushing flour from the strands of his dark hair, from the planes of his chest coated in my handprints.

      He smirked, turning me around to face the counter where an imprint of my chest was clearly visible against the dark countertop, evidence of what we had just done. “We certainly did.”

      I flushed, making to clear the flour imprint away, but Ryuu drew me back to him, tracing gentle kisses along my jaw. “Not just yet, my darling. I haven’t had my fill of you.”
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      “What are you doing?” I shouted as I rushed into the large stone chamber.

      I’d gone looking for Lannie this morning, expecting the same focused, though slightly messy sister I’d always found. I hadn’t expected to discover her with a small knife slicing into her forearm.

      “Lannie!” I gasped, flitting to her side.

      She flinched, dropping the knife as I caught her forearm in my hands.

      “What were you thinking?” I shrieked, applying pressure to the wound. It was shallow, the blood was already slowing, but there were faint pink lines crisscrossing beneath it—dozens of them. My stomach clenched, and I fought to restrain my rising panic.

      “I know you’ve been through a lot, but this feeling won’t last forever.”

      Lannie blinked.

      Exhaling, I steeled myself. “After Will, I was struggling. I’ve had dark thoughts, too. It helped to try and find just one good thing to focus on. The fact that the sun rose today, its rays reaching across infinite space to find us. The simplistic beauty in a flower blooming in a harsh environment. The clouds in the sky. It doesn’t have to be anything complex—”

      “You think I was trying to… To hurt myself?”

      I glanced at the now healed cut beneath my hands. She followed my gaze, before snatching her arm back.

      “I’ve spent the last year healing bodies. If I wanted to, I could end a life in a matter of moments—my own included.”

      I blanched, earning another glare from my little sister.

      “I was trying to heal myself. With my fae affinities as I did for the others in the throne room.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah, ‘oh’,” she said, shaking her head. “I haven’t been able to, at least not before my fae healing kicks in. With the assassination attempt in a few hours, I was trying not to be completely useless.”

      “About that,” I said, taking a seat next to her as she wiped away the rest of the blood. “I saw Queen Halcyon this morning.”

      Lannie raised a brow, but didn’t say anything.

      “The spear should work regardless of us being together. Queen Freya thinks it’ll be stronger if we ground it, but we’re not planning on facing Veles and his army tonight.”

      Greer had found me this morning, concerned about Lannie joining us just as much as I was. It was why I’d gone searching for our youngest sister. The Earth Queen had confirmed as much when I saw her, suggesting Lannie should have some time to become acquainted with her fae affinities before we thrust her into any more danger. It was she who’d informed me that Lannie had been granted a small workspace and had been up since before sunrise, rushing to complete a counter-salve to the new somnus crop.

      “Being that the plan is only to take out Alderidge,” I continued. “We think it best you stay behind.”

      “Things don’t always go according to plan.” Lannie sighed, tossing the stained towel into a pile with the others. She reached across the table, brushing past a jar containing what remained of the poppies I’d brought, and slid a small tin my way.

      “What’s this?” I asked, lifting the lid. A potent floral scent coated the air, the salve a shiny orange.

      “It’s the counter agent to somnus—improved with the latest bloom you brought me.”

      My eyes widened, taking in the dark circles around her eyes and the poorly concealed weariness weighing on the rest of her body.

      “You’ve had the poppies for a day. Did you even sleep last night?”

      “I knew you and Greer wouldn’t let me go with the others.” She shrugged. “This way, I’m contributing. Give it to Jarek for me? There was only time for one tin. I’ll be able to mimic the formula now, to adjust it into a counter toxin to be given prior to exposure now that I’ve figured it out, but production will take time. As the only healer among you, Jarek should hold on to it.”

      “I’ll give it to him,” I said, pocketing the salve. “I was actually coming to see how you were doing with…”

      Lannie shook her head, her frown deepening. “So much has changed. So many things I have no control over.”

      I scooted our chairs closer, reaching out to give her the option of a hug. She froze, but right before I was about to lower my arms, she leaned in.

      Lannie’s chest shook from the force of her cries. She rarely gave into emotion, preferring to see the world through a filter of logical and illogical decisions, but the last few days had been too much.

      So, I held her. Until her breathing evened out and the dampness across her cheeks dried.

      When she pulled back some time later, she held my gaze with fierce determination.

      “We’re losing this war.”

      “Yes,” I said, not bothering to lie.

      “Cadoc made it sound like the brothers go to The Seven Sacred Pools to talk, suggesting that Alderidge portals them there often. I’ve seen their monsters—The Fractured, shadow wraiths, goblins, and cú sídhe—but I haven’t heard much of the third brother, Olysseus.”

      Tilting my head, I searched my memory, but realized I’d hadn’t either. “Nothing but the legends,” I confirmed.

      She nodded, her gaze unfocused as she worked through whatever plagued her. “I don’t think he’s here. In this world.”

      My brows rose.

      “Or maybe he is, but forever cursed to be non-corporal. Healer Grant found many stories about the brothers, and nearly all of them spoke of them leaving this realm, cultivating their twisted power somewhere in the beyond and then returning. The tales mention Olysseus being an anchor to the otherworld. Maybe they’re using The Seven Sacred Pools to communicate with their brother trapped in the other realm.”

      My mind whirled. “Like a gateway to the otherworld?”

      “Maybe.” Lannie frowned. “It would explain why Veles insists on privacy. We’re missing something. Veles’s army far outnumbers us. He has the ability to portal in and unleash them anywhere he wants. All evidence suggests he would have a good chance of winning, based on numbers alone. Wards are failing throughout Pax, the land is growing wilder—more primal—and Greer confirmed Veles regained his physical form. He should be strong enough to destroy us. Why not attack?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

      “He’s waiting for something,” She said, brows lowered in concentration. She tucked the jar of remaining poppies into her pocket as she stood. “I’m going to try to rest for a bit. If anyone needs me, I’ll be in my room.”

      I walked with her, giving her a small wave as she strolled through the door. Daring a glance around, I found the halls vacant, the mid-day light turning into late afternoon. My stomach dropped. A small part of me had been hoping I’d run into Zaeth.

      “Oh, and El?” Lannie’s voice called after me as I turned to leave. I paused, meeting her soft smile. “Happy birthday.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            71

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            ELARA

          

        

      

    

    
      Happy Birthday.

      I scoffed. There was nothing ‘happy’ about today. But I did have some time, now that Lannie was resting and Greer was busy preparing with Ryuu.

      The ‘fated mates’ label had been awkward, but the more I thought about it, the more I wanted answers. Zaeth and I didn’t have to be bound. There was no rule saying we needed to dive into things like Ryuu and my sister. If he thought being bound would result in my death, I wouldn’t press it.

      Gods, I didn’t know how I felt about it yet, but I knew I wanted to keep Zaeth in my life. I only hoped he wanted me in his. This morning was the perfect opportunity to get answers.

      Greer had casually mentioned hearing some castle gossip about Zaeth taking lovers. It prickled, but he’d given me no reason to believe he sought another. He had a reputation, but reputations could shift like the changing of the wind, borne on little more than a rumor. I’m sure the distance he was putting between us had nothing to do with past lovers—or current ones. Surly, he would respect me enough to tell me if he desired another. But there was always a chance…

      Uncertainty and self-doubt plagued me as I stalked through the halls of the dark castle, searching for him. We were fated. Destined to be bound. Or at the very least, we were meant to be in each other’s lives. We just needed to establish boundaries.

      I didn’t want to believe in things like destiny. I’d actively tried to avoid it, but I couldn’t forget the way it had felt to reforge the Spear of Empyrean. Or the subtle allure I felt toward Zaeth… like the shadows swirling in my mind had finally settled.

      Straining my ears, I caught the trace of his voice as I turned down another wide corridor of sleek stone and dimmed lanterns. Dark, intricate patterns decorated the floors in this part of the castle, the designs illuminated by the sun light streaming through framed, arched windows.

      The inflection of Zaeth’s voice caught my ear once more, urging me forward. I’d been so focused on finding him, I hadn’t heard the sultry voice of the woman he was with until I was outside the door.

      “All I’ve been able to think about is the way you felt, your bite… I’ve turned all others away, waiting for your return.”

      “I never asked you to do that,” Zaeth’s voice was gentle, but firm. “You knew what it was from the beginning,”

      “You enjoyed it,” the woman insisted, her voice edged with desperation. “Nobody could make a person feel that way and not feel something in return.”

      My stomach clenched as a scuffling of footsteps followed. Gods, Greer had been right. But when Zaeth spoke next, the patience his voice held before was gone.

      “You will leave Caligo tonight, Selene.”

      “No,” she begged, the hint of tears audible.

      “Our time together ended months ago. It was only ever two bodies finding release. Nothing more.”

      Release. I swallowed, forcing down the swell of jealousy and, instead, let fury take its place.

      “You can’t mean that—”

      “I do,” Zaeth snapped, his voice low. Dangerous. “Let me be very clear, if you so much as attempt to touch another without their permission again, I’ll cut off your hands before removing your head. Are we understood?”

      A whimper reached my ears a moment before Selene flitted from the room.

      I hovered in the light of the open door, warring with myself. I should leave.

      Months ago.

      Was it after he’d already met me? I knew it wasn’t a fair question—knew I’d been with Alarik a few months ago—but it pricked all the same. Desperately trying to shove down the picture manifesting behind my eyes of Zaeth with anyone, I dared a glimpse around the doorframe.

      Zaeth was leaning over a desk riddled with parchment and books, one hand pressed flat against its wooden surface. His head was bowed, causing the longer strands of his dark hair to fall forward. A glass of amber liquid was gripped in his other hand, probably poured from the crystal cellarette beside him stacked with various expensive looking alcohols.

      The roaring fire to the left cast shadows through the office. Shelves were stacked with thick volumes and various knickknacks, plants and artifacts preserved in small glass domes while others were positioned artistically throughout the room. Weapons littered every surface, ranging from longswords, axes, throwing knives, and daggers. A high-back chair sat behind the desk he was leaning against, the dark cushions complimentary to the small loveseat to the right. There was a short hallway beyond, offering a glimpse of a bed adorned in matched ebony sheets.

      It was cozy and lived in—a glimpse into another side of Zaeth.

      A side Selene was apparently familiar with. My blood boiled anew, fangs snapping down. I had the sudden urge to find her and make good on Zaeth’s promise before she had a chance to run.

      Zaeth tossed his head back, swallowing the amber liquid before pouring another tall glass.

      “Would you like one?” he called over his shoulder, taking another swig. “You might as well come in. I can feel the jealousy radiating off you.”

      “I’m not jealous,” I snapped, stalking toward him.

      He turned a sad, knowing smile at me. “Of course not. The clenching of your jaw and your elevated pulse have nothing to do with what you overheard.”

      I scowled, but crossed the room and accepted the glass he offered. It smelt like spice with hints of smoke. It tasted even better. The drink burned its way down my throat, before settling like a warm pool in my stomach.

      “Better?”

      “Not really.”

      Zaeth’s genuine smile was back. “No, I guess you're right. Things haven’t changed, but it helps control the sting of reality all the same.”

      Frowning, I noticed his slightly disheveled appearance. His shirt looked rumpled, torn at the top near the first button, and there was a haunted look to his eyes.

      “Did she…”

      “Nothing that got out of hand,” he shrugged, taking another drink. “But I will not tolerate unwarranted advances. Not anymore.”

      My fists clenched as fury grew, causing the glass I was holding to shatter. I barely felt the sting of the shards. Barely noticed the blood seeping from the wounds.

      Slicing her hand off wasn’t enough. She would suffer, nice and slow before I granted her death. I saw the appearance of the dark rings around my eyes reflected back at me in Zaeth’s gaze, my pulse thundering as rage consumed me.

      Zaeth’s own eyes blazed, his pulse rising to meet mine. With one last glance at my Dark King, I turned and flitted from the room after her.
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      Zaeth blocked me before I’d made it past the threshold.

      “You need to control that beautiful rage of yours, love,” he said, shutting and locking the door. “I handled it.”

      “You certainly have not handled it,” I spat through clenched teeth. “You let her leave. She needs to be punished.”

      “She is. Leaving Caligo removes her from society. She’ll be forced to return to the north, away from the glamor of court.”

      “That is not a punishment,” I growled. I tried to push past him to reach the handle, but Zaeth blocked me.

      “It is to someone like her,” he insisted, catching my wrists in his hands and holding me close. His throat bobbed as he swallowed, his cinnamon eyes searching mine. “Dark Kings are notorious for their sexual appetite. Not allowing my partners to bite me already makes me an oddity. I can’t afford any other rumors. Not now.”

      His words washed over me, tugging the memory of the temple and the heated springs to the surface.

      “Why?” I asked, unable to stop the question from leaving my lips.

      Zaeth shrugged, but I saw the tension in his jaw. “Allowing one to bite you will heighten the sensation, but it’s all too easy for a dark fae to begin drinking.”

      I lifted a brow, waiting for him to explain.

      Zaeth’s eyes dilated as he gazed at me. “When you allow a partner to drink from you, it’s an exchange of sorts. By being the one to drink from others, I understand their desires and can better fulfill them, but I also learn their weaknesses—mostly physical, but sometimes I get a glimpse into something deeper. I’ve never trusted another to allow for such vulnerability.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “Yes,” he replied evenly. “But to my court, it would be yet another reason to undermine my rule. I am unwed and unbound. There’s no reason why I’d turn down an offer from Selene, at least not one the royals would understand.”

      “I thought you said consent was paramount in the Dark Kingdom.”

      “It is, for any other citizen. But there are certain… expectations as King.” He searched my eyes. “There can be no weaknesses here, love.”

      My brow furrowed as he stared down at me, the rage cooling as understanding registered.

      “Being accosted is not a weakness, Zaeth.”

      He released my hands. I took a step back, searching the space for another exit. He couldn’t punish her, but I could.

      “I agree with you, but Selene didn’t get any further than a quick swipe at my collar.”

      Fury burned through my veins. “Let me out, Zaeth.”

      He cocked his head to the side, the ghost of a smile dancing on his lips. “If you need help keeping your dark affinities in check, I’m sure we could find other ways.”

      “If the roles were reversed,” I seethed, ignoring the flicker of warmth his words caused. “If I’d been the one some fae was ripping at, would you let it go?”

      His eyes grew dark, the ring of light flaring bright. The air shifted, charged with power as his fangs grew longer. Zaeth took a step toward me, his thumb brushing tenderly against my cheek as both our bodies yearned for action.

      “They would’ve been dead before reaching you.”

      I swallowed, reading the promise burning in his eyes. Blood hummed in my veins, heat searing through me… but somewhere in the last few moments that anger had shifted into something far more dangerous.

      “Can I not do the same?” I breathed, unable to resist leaning into his touch. “Can I not defend what is mine?”

      He stilled and I cursed myself for speaking with my heart. But he didn’t pull away, only stared at me, as if trying to unravel a particular tangled bit of string. After another moment, he leaned forward, pressing a tantalizing kiss to the curve off my neck before bringing his lips to the crest of my ear.

      “If it is my body you seek, you need only ask.”

      “I—” Words stalled in my throat as his hands came around my waist in soft touches, trailing up my spine in a gentle caress that had me arching into him. Pressing my palm flat against his chest, I pulled back, forcing his gaze to meet mine.

      “Not just your body, Zaeth.” I knew my cheeks were flushed, but Zaeth was so much more than his body. “We’re fated.”

      I’d whispered the words, but he jumped back as if I’d slapped him.

      “We are not.”

      “But you saw the spear. You heard Queen Freya—”

      “We can find peace in our bodies, but that is all. I refuse to bow to the whims of a goddess cruel enough to bind your fate with mine. If we were bound—”

      He shook his head, the outcome too painful to speak.

      “If we were bound,” I echoed, recalling the only other fated couple I’d heard of. Remembering the tale of Jarek’s aunts and their horrible end. I met his tortured gaze and started again. “If we were bound and you died… I would want to join you.”

      The truth of my words surprised me. It felt like a huge weight had been lifted from my shoulders. Acknowledgment was powerful, life-altering. I wanted Zaeth. Gods, I wanted him more than should have been possible.

      It had been a slow conquest, a subtle invasion. But the Dark King had bewitched me. The shadows of my mind had been tempered, pacified and accepted as a part of who I was, rather than a piece of myself I warred with.

      He had stayed with me. Even when I had wished for nothing more than oblivion, Zaeth had demanded my presence. He was the granter of death to so many others, but to me, he promised life.

      Zaeth stood, stunned as he searched my face.

      I lifted my chin, never faltering under those blazing cinnamon eyes. “I’d follow you into the darkness.”

      He flitted forward, hand tangling in the hair at the nape of my neck, yanking down hard enough to tilt my head back, holding my gaze to his. “Never. Never say that, love. Don’t even think it.”

      I licked my lips, realizing how close we were. But there was a tortured look in his eyes.

      Something twisted in my stomach, but I shoved the wash of sadness down. Vows weren’t something he was ready for, and though I was aware enough to acknowledge Zaeth meant more to me than just a physical attraction, the idea of binding myself to another was still… unsettling.

      There would be no proposals for us. No pretty words or promised futures. Not when we lived in a world as precarious as ours. But we could acknowledge whatever this was between us.

      “Is it really that different, being with a dark fae?” My voice was breathy.

      Zaeth lifted a brow, knowing what I was doing—deciding if he would allow himself this one concession. After another beat of our hearts, his eyes dipped to my lips. He leaned forward, the heat of our breath mixing. “Are you asking me to show you, love?”

      “Yes,” I breathed.

      His fangs glinted in the firelight a moment before his lips brushed against my neck. “May I bite you?”

      I understand their desires and can better fulfill them, but I also learn their weaknesses.

      It would be another part of myself laid bare before him. But he’d already seen the darkest parts of me… and he had stayed.

      I swallowed as a delicious coiling started low in my belly.

      “Yes.”

      “Am I allowed to feed from you, love?” The tips of Zaeth’s fangs grazed the curve of my neck. “Would you grant me access to your body and mind… to your soul.”

      My heart raced as his scent of cedar and the whisky on his breath surrounded me.

      He licked down my neck, pulling back just as his teeth grazed my collarbone. “It would require trust.”

      I pulled back only far enough to stare into his eyes, realizing what he was asking. He did want this to be more, as scary as that was for him. Neither of us were ready to be bound, but if we were brave enough, we might just find something worth risking our hearts for.

      “Can I bite you?”

      He stiffened. “Against the rules, love.”

      “Because it’s a vulnerability.”

      He nodded.

      “It requires trust?” I asked, letting hope bleed through, waiting to see if he would lower his walls for me—or fortify them.

      “Yes.” Zaeth frowned. “Are you proposing a deal?”

      My lips twitched. “I get to bite and drink from you—only once—in return for your trust, you can bite and feed as you wish.”

      The ring of light around his eyes flared, his gaze dipping to my lips despite the slight crease of his brow. The silence stretched. I was sure he was going to decline, but he let out a breath, eyes boring into mine and spoke.

      “Deal.”

      His fingers tugged the hair at the nap of my neck, forcing my head back as he claimed me with his mouth. Each swipe of his tongue, each brush of his lips, was punishing with its intensity. It felt like the cracked pieces of my heart had been filled and then reforged into something stronger. Something pure and primal.

      He groaned as I arched into him, wanting him closer. Needing to feel every inch of him.

      “Elara,” Zaeth gasped, pulling back to look at me. His face was awe struck, eyes darting over my lips, my cheeks, my eyes, as if worried this wasn’t real. I could feel his fear start to spike, worry stripping the look of wonder.

      “Stay with me,” I breathed, holding him to me. “This is real—us. I feel it, too.”

      Zaeth searched my gaze for a moment longer before leaning in once more. When we came together again, he was tentative at first. It was slow, savored kisses and gentle touches, but each press of his lips had my body growing tighter with need.

      My hands reached up, yanking at the buttons of his tunic as he backed me against his desk. He pulled the hem of my top up, forcing my arms above my head as he discarded it.

      Zaeth’s mouth closed over a nipple, pulling a gasp from me, my breasts straining against the soft cotton of my bra. Quicker than I could track, Zaeth unclasped it, his ministrations slowing as he worked the fabric slowly down my arms, until his lips closed around a peaked tip.

      My fingers threaded through his hair, holding him against me.

      “Hands on the desk, love.”

      “Yes, my king,” I breathed, following his command.

      Hunger flared in Zaeth’s eyes at the use of the title. He made quick work of my pants and undergarments, pausing only long enough to look at me. To savor me. Taking care with each button, he removed his tunic, allowing me to drink in the brands covering the defined muscles of his chest and torso.

      “Legs apart,” he ordered, stalking forward.

      The pads of his fingers traced the curve of my hip, the plane of my navel, before brushing the underside of my heaving breasts. Barely a whisper of a touch and I was already arching into him, straining for more.

      “I need you,” I breathed, being sure to keep my hands on the desk.

      “And I, you.”

      We clashed, each of us determined to consume the other. I let my fae affinities rise to the surface, pushing past the nerves and worries of what was to come. I felt Zaeth do the same.

      Just as it had in the hot springs, Zaeth’s essence reached for me in a torrent of lust and longing. Passion and possession. All fueling my own ravenous desires.

      His fingers drifted down as his mouth dominated mine. He sought to claim me, teasing and testing my limits with small nips and light grazes of his fangs as he cupped my heat.

      A growl vibrated in his chest when he felt the slickness between my thighs—undeniable proof of how badly I wanted him. He tore his lips from mine, mouth working down my chest. I ground against him, working myself against the palm pressed against the sensitive bundle of nerves, a moan dragging from my lips as his fingers slipped inside. A gasp escaped me as his fangs grazed my nipple, the scrape soothed a moment later by his tongue.

      “May I bite you, love?”

      I looked down into cinnamon eyes ringed in bright light. Zaeth’s hair was mussed, his lips slightly swollen, and the thin pair of pants he wore did little to conceal the impressive length straining against the fabric.

      All because of me.

      His tongue flicked my nipple.

      “There?” I asked, the rise of my chest causing his lips to graze the sensitive peak.

      “Here,” he rumbled, his mouth closing over the tip as his fingers worked my core.

      I arched into him, bracing myself against the desk. “Yes.”

      There was a sharp prick and then a gentle tug. A rush of electricity surged through my body, causing the wicked sensations Zaeth sparked within to grow into an all-consuming inferno. Every nerve in my body felt alive, sparking with pleasure.

      Zaeth groaned as my fingers threaded through his hair, holding him to me as he sucked. He pulled back, only long enough to switch to my other breast. I barely felt the slice of his fangs before he was feeding from me again.

      This pull was deeper, linking us in the most intimate way. I felt the moment his consciousness became aware of mine, our shadows blending, while his mouth and hands worked my body tighter.

      I was bared before him, exposed in every way imaginable. My darkest thoughts, my most coveted desires… all flashed before him.

      His fangs withdrew, his tongue still lapping at my breast as his eyes found mine.

      He had everything, now.

      All of me.

      But this fae—my Dark King—had kept me afloat when all I wanted to do was drown. He’d stayed by my side, giving shock after shock of life and light, until my battered heart finally remembered how to beat on its own.

      Zaeth kneeled before me, small tracks of blood dripping down my body from the twin bites along my breasts. He settled himself between my thighs, inhaling deeply before licking up my center.

      “You taste like nightfall and chaos,” His tongue lapped at the drop of blood clinging to his lips. “Like the most primal parts of me are awakened when you are near.”

      A whimper tore from me as he lowered his head. “I want to destroy you, love. I want to brand you as mine.”

      The delicious coil low in my belly tightened.

      “Do it,” I breathed.

      He shook his head, but his fingers continued their punishing pace, edging me on. “If I were a better man, I’d stop. I’d tell you to go, to put as much distance between my fate and yours.”

      His fingers curled, causing my thighs to clench, winding me tighter.

      “We both know I can’t keep you. But gods curse me, if I don’t want to try.”

      Fangs pierced my inner thigh, the bite tipping me over the edge. I moaned as waves of pleasure tore through me, my legs trembling as Zaeth sent my body spiraling. He let his darkness dance with mine, his pleasure prolonging my own.

      I pulled his lips to mine as the last of the tremors subsided, my body humming from pleasure. I kissed him languidly, savoring the taste of blood and arousal, letting it strike a new wave of heat through my body.

      With a burst of fae strength and speed, I had him pressed against the edge of the couch. Meeting his surprise with a mischievous grin, I worked the band of his pants down and knelt before him. Zaeth’s pupils were dilated as I looked up, the ring of light surrounding them the brightest I’d seen.

      My tongue darted out, tasting the bead of precum on the tip of his sex, before allowing my lips to close around him. His cock twitched, a low groan rumbling through him, as I took him deeper, my lips wrapped around the tips of my fangs. His hand tangled in my hair as I worked his length, urging me on.

      “Relax your jaw, love,” he panted. “Allow me to take you.”

      Heeding his request, I took him further, hollowing my cheeks as Zaeth thrust into me. My hand wrapped around the rest of him, stroking him in tandem. His pace increased, the grip on my hair tightening as I was forced to meet him thrust for thrust. Pleasure raced through me as I felt him coming undone, as I sensed his mounting euphoria.

      I opened my eyes, finding his hooded gaze locked on mine, as he fucked my mouth.

      With a growl, he pulled away, flipping me over the edge of the couch as he lined himself up. I arched my hips, my center slick and ready for him.

      He thrust forward, both of us moaning as our pleasures overlapped. Zaeth didn’t go slow. He took me like he had been banished to an eternity of darkness and I was his last connection to the light. Fingers digging into my hips hard enough to bruise, he held me in place as he moved, hitting that deep, delectable spot with each pass of his hips, until I was arching into him, finding my release once more.

      He growled, pulling my back up against his chest, as I shuttered. One of his hands came around my throat, tilting my head to the side as his other wrapped around to tease my swollen clit.

      “Such a good girl,” Zaeth said, his cock pressing into me slowly from behind. “Can you continue, love?”

      A scrape of his fangs along my shoulder sent a shiver of anticipation through me.

      “Yes,” I said, my answer more breath than voice.

      “Good,” he said, imparting a kiss along my neck before pulling away.

      I only had a moment to whimper at the loss of him before he spun us, settling my legs on either side of him as he reclined in the love seat. He guided me down his length, the delicious ache filling me.

      My hips moved, spurred on by his hands gripping my ass as I chased my pleasure. Zaeth’s hungry gaze took me in, snagging on where our bodies joined, marveling at the small steams of blood along my breasts.

      “Yes, love,” he groaned, sitting up to grip me tighter against him. “Take what you want.”

      Our bodies undulated as the connection between us grew, tightening with each clash of our bodies.

      “I want to bite you,” I panted.

      The ring around his eyes flared brighter as his thrusts rose to meet mine, turning almost painful in their desperate need for release.

      “Do it,” he breathed, baring his neck to me.

      Heading his request, I swept forward, my fangs slicing into flesh in a savage bite. Warm blood coated my tongue, unleashing a frenzied hunger.

      Zaeth’s fingers dug into my hair, holding me against him as a guttural groan left him. His lips were on me then, the sharp pierce and gentle tug along the base of my neck sending me spiraling. I felt everything—his mounting pleasure syncing with mine. Our bodies feeding off one another.

      I sucked, hard, drawing in a fresh wash of Zaeth, the metallic essence bowing my back as ecstasy raced through me.

      It was more than our bodies. More than physical pleasure. Every inch of my skin was set ablaze, my body and soul doused in a ravenous, euphoric fire. We burned, as our essences blended, erupting together.

      We stayed like that, chests heaving, our bodies slick with sweat and blood, until we faded back into our bodies enough to move.

      Zaeth held me against him as he licked clean the trails of blood along the now-healed bite marks over my inner thigh, my breasts, my neck, taking extra care to savor each drop.

      I was spent, my body humming in the blissful afterglow. Zaeth’s arms came around me, holding me against his chest as he carried me from the office, both of us sinking into the crisp, cool sheets of his bed in the back.

      Before sleep claimed me, he pressed another excruciatingly tender kiss to my lips.

      “Happy birthday, love.”
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      El could claim there was nothing between her and Zaeth, but his scent was all over her. Her hair was freshly washed, pulled into a sleek braid, and faint hints of eucalyptus clung to her skin, reminiscent of her morning shower, but there was no mistaking Zaeth’s subtle spice.

      I raised a brow at her over the table as the others worked out the final steps of our plan. “You know, I tried to find you last night.”

      “Oh?” she asked, keeping her eyes fixed on the dagger she strapped to her forearm.

      “Yep,” I smiled. “I wanted to surprise you with a birthday cake, but it looks like you got something better.”

      She shot me a glare, but her cheeks flushed all the same. “It’s complicated.”

      My smile widened. “It’s really not.”

      “Any questions on the plan?” Evander shot us a look, clearly aware we hadn’t been listening.

      “Portal. Stay hidden. Kill Alderidge,” I answered.

      Evander rolled his eyes. “Jarek luxed to the area this morning. There’s a strong shield in place around the pools, but different than any he has come in contact with.”

      “Though similar to the one around Neith,” Jarek added.

      “I thought we weren’t scouting,” El said, tucking a final blade along her boot.

      Jarek flashed her a smirk. “We didn’t. I luxed on my own, which is completely different from creating a portal. It’s barely a blip on the energy level.”

      El looked impressed, but I frowned. “But you felt the presence of wards, even at a distance?”

      Jarek nodded.

      “Must be powerful.”

      “It was,” he said. “And connected to more than just Pax. Cold. More smoke than light, with traces of something foreign… But, if the brothers meet as often as Cadoc believed, maybe their presence is what I’m picking up on. A lingering residue of sorts.”

      “The Seven Sacred Pools possess their own type of magic,” Zaeth said, sharing a loaded look with Jarek. “The plan is to avoid the brothers and to remain outside the pools.”

      “Any signs of the Fractured?” Ryuu asked.

      “Some,” Jarek admitted. “But nothing fresh.”

      “Good,” Queen Freya said, drawing everyone’s attention as she, Queen Halcyon, and Lannie entered. “The whole point is to avoid detection. Despite our strengths, we are not ready to face Veles and Draven in a head to head attack.”

      “Not to mention we know next to nothing about Olysseus,” Queen Halcyon added, sharing a glance with Lannie.

      My sister offered a small nod in return to the Earth Queen, before turning to the room and fixing her eyes on me.

      “Which is why it is paramount we avoid detection,” my little sister confirmed. “Are you able to add a silencing buffer to the shields you create?”

      I blinked, thinking through the way my affinities work. “I’m not sure. The shields feel more like a net, like pieces of light linking together. I’ve been focused on keeping physical entities out.”

      “Yes,” Lannie said, her eyes coming to life with the thrill of a new theory. “But sound could be contained if the wavelengths they are traveling on were halted.”

      “I’d have to solidify the shield. Fill in the gaps.” I cocked my head to the side, thinking through how I would do it. After maintaining the shield at the base, I was more confident in my abilities, in the strength I held as a cursebreaker, but preventing sound? “It would be draining, but I could probably manage it for a short period of time.”

      “Try it,” Jarek urged. “Better to find out now.”

      Glancing up at Ryuu beside me, I drew strength from the confidence burning his gaze. “Okay.”

      I reached for the light, creating a network of loose, interlocking bands easily. And then I got to work weaving the strands together, adding particles, until a slick dome stretched over Ryuu and me.

      “I think I did it,” I panted.

      “Let’s be done with this and return to our rooms,” Ryuu said, mischief gleaming in his dark eyes, the green flecks bright beside vertical pupils. “I plan on fucking you thoroughly tonight, wife.”

      Heat flared across my cheeks, the barrier flattering as I glanced at the others.

      An amused smirk stretched across Jarek’s face, but Evander only rolled his eyes. “Thank the goddess that worked, because I’m fairly certain I don’t want to hear whatever Ryuu said to cause that blush.”

      “I’m also glad that worked,” Queen Freya said. “Because when Alderidge feels the hint of portal magic we allow through, he’ll come to investigate, bringing whatever monsters are at his side. And you, cursebreaker, could create a shield to keep them in.”

      “A trap?” I asked.

      The Wild Queen nodded. “If needed, this shield would allow us to move undetected until we find him, but it will give off a pulse of power, just as the portal will. We’ll use it only if there are unavoidable confrontations before we find Alderidge. If all goes according to plan, we’ll lure Alderidge to us, kill him and leave before the brothers have any clue what happened.”

      “Aren’t we wasting an opportunity?” El asked, her gaze raking over the queens before settling on Zaeth. “If Cadoc was correct, Veles, Draven, and possibly Olysseus, would be without their army. Surely, that’s better odds than we’ll get in the future.”

      “It might be,” Zaeth acknowledged. “But much of the brothers’ power is unknown.”

      “The Seven Sacred Pools are also shielded,” Ryuu added. “If it is anything like Neith once was, we may not be able to enter with ill intentions.”

      “It’s better we focus on Alderidge,” Zaeth continued. “Taking away their ability to portal will turn the tides of this war.”

      I looked at Ryuu, my mate taking in everything. We’d be placing ourselves at risk. Again.

      “Okay,” El conceded, the ring around her irises gleaming with bloodlust. “Let’s put an end to Alderidge.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Earth Kingdom was unlike any place I’d seen. Humid air heavy with the scent of damp earth and moss engulfed me the moment I stepped through the portal. I could practically feel my curls starting to frizz despite the double braids I had bound them in.

      Thick tree roots stretched before us, dipping beneath large ferns and vibrant colored plants. The gentle patter of water tumbling over stones echoed through the forest, mingling with the boisterous sounds of wildlife.

      I lifted a brow toward Queen Freya, a silent question as to whether she’d allowed a bit of the portal to be felt.

      She gave a curt nod before handing the Spear of Empyrean to Ryuu, shaking out her arm once the weapon was out of her grasp. It must drain her essence, too.

      Reptilian eyes peered down at me, imparting a whirlwind of love and pleas for caution before he joined Zaeth and Jarek. They fanned out in a semicircle in front of the shimmering light of Queen Freya’s portal. Evander and Queen Halcyon covered our back, scouring the forest for any hints of danger.

      El took my hand, offering a reassuring smile, but I could see the eagerness gleaming in her eyes. She was excited, searching the horizon for the first signs of an approach. I only hoped she’d keep her composure and stick to the plan. Veles and his brothers weren’t the focus—at least not today.

      The Seven Sacred Pools were a few miles off, but Queen Freya assured us the ripple of portal magic would be strong enough to alert Alderidge. With one last squeeze, El joined the others, sword at the ready.

      Inhaling deeply, I focused on the prisms of light hovering in the air around us. They awakened under my guidance, ready to move at my command.

      After another minute, Zaeth held a hand up, pointing a finger just west of where we’d expected them.

      Queen Freya lifted a brow at me. Get ready.

      A howl sliced through the quiet, followed by the thundering of large paws on damp earth. Branches snapped as something moved toward us, the shadows of the forest coming alive to reveal snarling snouts and jagged fangs.

      “Cú sídhe,” Ryuu cursed. “Three dozen, at least.”

      The creatures tore from the forest, the first leaping toward Ryuu, teeth bared. I shrieked a warning, but Ryuu had already moved, impaling the savage creature with a quick thrust of the spear.

      “Focus,” Queen Freya snapped, as my attention bounced to El and the rake of claws along her thigh. Scarlet stains welled from the wound, but the scent of her blood distracted the beast just long enough for her to behead the creature. She spun, her sword still dripping from the first creature, as she thrust it into the second.

      “Greer,” Queen Freya called again. “The shield. Form a barrier—a cage. Keep everyone and anything from escaping.”

      Including sound.

      Closing my eyes, I ignored the sounds of claws slicing through flesh and focused on the light surrounding us. The prisms responded, knitting together into a vast sheet.

      Queen Freya’s magic pushed against mine, exposing small gaps.

      “Tighten it,” she panted.

      I did as she asked, adding layer after layer until a sealed dome covered us.

      “With any luck, the wards around the pools muffled the start.” She looked at the battle around us. “You maintain the shield. Trust them to defeat Veles’s monsters.”

      I glanced over my shoulder, catching sight of the Earth Queen ducking beneath a leaping beast, her dagger slicing up as the creature sailed over her. Blood and entrails covered her head, her torso, but she paid no heed.

      “Freya?” Queen Halcyon asked, brows pitching with concern.

      But the Wild Queen shook her head. “I’m fine.”

      Worry still pinching her brow, the Earth Queen peeled off a particularly large clump of fur and flesh from along her shoulder, before turning toward the forest to aid Evander.

      I looked at the Wild Queen, noticing the sheen of sweat coating her brow, the slight tremble of her arms, and understood Queen Halcyon’s concern.

      “You can’t maintain the portal,” I breathed. “Not without the power of the spear to help you.”

      Queen Freya glared at me, but was too exhausted to maintain the angry scowl. “I can hold on a little longer. Alderidge has to be near—”

      Thunk.

      The lights of the portal flickered and then died as Queen Freya’s hands lowered to her abdomen, gripping the arrow protruding from it.

      “No,” I breathed, checking my shield. It was intact, meaning I must have trapped more than cú sídhe in with us.

      Thunk. Thunk.

      Two more followed, embedding themselves beside the first.

      “Jarek,” I screamed, catching Queen Freya as she crashed to the floor.

      “It’s Alderidge,” she spat, scarlet staining her lips. “In the trees.”

      My eyes went wide as her words registered. Alderidge had to be inside my shield. And while that meant the shield did its job—that the brothers probably hadn’t heard us—it also left us vulnerable.

      With effort, I managed to construct a small bubble of protection within the dome, wrapping over just the three of us. The shield sparked, rippling with light, as an arrow inches away from my face fell harmlessly to the floor.

      Swallowing the bile rising in the back of my throat, I tracked the path of the arrow’s origin just as Jarek reached Queen Freya’s side.

      “El, the trees,” I shouted.

      “On it,” she breathed, her eyes following my line of sight as she flitted away.

      Jarek cursed, withdrawing a tin with orange salve as a harsh cough tore through Queen Freya’s chest. Blood bubbled from her mouth, dripping down the sides of her chin in scarlet streaks.

      “Pull the arrows out one after the other on the count of three,” Jarek said.

      “But—”

      “Do it, or she dies.” Jarek’s striking blue eyes met mine, holding no room for disagreement. “Be careful not to touch the tips. See the bright smear of orange along the wound? They’re coated in somnus.”

      Pushing through the trembling in my limbs, I kept one hand raised, supporting the shields as I yanked the first of the arrows free. Jarek was there, applying the salve liberally to each puncture wound, the two of us working in tandem until all were removed.

      Jarek’s palms flared with his healing affinity, stitching together the flesh and expunging most of the toxins in Queen Freya’s system. He was panting by the end of it, but some color had returned to the queen’s skin.

      “Thank you,” she breathed, sitting up with a wince.

      “He’s gone,” El called from a distance, reappearing a moment later. Her sword intercepted a lunging beast set on Zaeth and the creature dropped to the floor in a pool of blood, chest splayed open.

      Zaeth looked at me, a question in his eyes.

      “The shield is up,” I panted, feeling the strain of maintaining it.

      “He’s here somewhere,” Ryuu growled. “Jarek?”

      “The queen is healed,” he answered. “But wounded. The arrows are tipped in somnus. I doubt she’ll be able to complete a portal for our return.”

      “She can speak for herself,” Queen Freya huffed, pushing to a stand and nearly collapsing. Her chest heaved, hands coming to rest on her knees. Still, her fingers sparked, the air around us shifting a moment before quieting.

      She cursed.

      “No portal,” Jarek confirmed, joining Zaeth, Ryuu, and my sister.

      I met her frustrated glare. “What about the spear—”

      “It won’t work,” Queen Freya said. “Now that it’s joined, it will only drain my affinities. Ryuu is the only one who can call on its power.”

      Evander and Queen Halcyon spun, back to back, working through the group of cú sídhe.

      “Plan B, then,” Evander called to the others.

      Jarek gave a tight jerk of his head. “I’ll manage.”

      A surge of power rose within the confines of the dome, pushing against my barrier, searching for a weakness, for release. I gasped with the effort it took to contain it, feeling the small protection shield around Queen Freya and me flickering out as I focused all my efforts on maintaining our prison.

      “What is it?” El called, barely avoiding the snapping jaws of the creature before her. The two circled one another, poised to strike.

      “Toward the east,” I rasped. “I think Alderidge is trying to create a portal. Trying to escape.”

      Zaeth tore after him, only to return a moment later. “Not there.”

      “Greer,” Ryuu shouted. “Your shield.”

      It flickered back to life, covering myself and the queen a moment before three more arrows pinged off it—all aimed at my chest.

      A predatory growl ripped from Ryuu’s chest as he flew after Alderidge, spear at the ready.

      “He’s toying with us,” Evander rasped, seeing Ryuu return empty handed.

      The wolves retreated as well, another dozen or so hovering on the edge of the forest.

      “They're waiting for his command,” El breathed as they pulled in toward Queen Freya and me.

      An arrow flew toward her, but was intercepted by a slice of Zaeth’s blade before it could reach her.

      “We’re sitting ducks,” Queen Freya wheezed, a splatter of blood coating her lips.

      “He’s still contained,” I said.

      “Something’s wrong,” Jarek muttered, the tension in the air growing. “Why stop attacking?”

      A whisper of cold brushed along the outer dome, drawing all of my focus. It wasn’t pushing the boundaries I’d created, wasn’t attempting to break them… it simply explored the air-tight barrier, curiosity its only motive.

      The fine hairs at the back of my neck pricked, dread twisting in my stomach at the familiarity of the icy touch. I could almost smell the sickly-sweet scent of wilting roses, almost see the malicious tilt of his lips, the void of emotion in his pale, silver eyes.

      A chill raced down my spine as the cold caress shifted into a mounting pressure.

      “We need to leave,” I breathed, my head pounding against the rising strain.

      “Greer?” El’s voice sounded far away. All I could focus on was the growing pressure against my defenses.

      My vision blurred, my heart racing against the swell of power. Just as I was about to buckle, the power withdrew, replaced by an icy presence radiating through the dome.

      “Little cursebreaker,” Veles’s voice whispered in my head, his smile nearly audible. “Tell them I’ve come. Tell them, their end is near.”

      “Greer?” El called again, her voice stretching across the thick fog of my mind.

      I blinked, forcing my eyes to meet hers.

      “Veles,” I rasped, feeling his power surge, the wave of light rising far above my defenses. “He’s here.”

      I felt more than saw the edges of Veles’s lips tilt in a smirk right before the full force of his power came crashing down on me.
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      Power ripped through the forest, shattering the dome of protection overhead. Two more arrows flew toward my sister, her body collapsing from the blast, but Ryuu’s wings covered her a moment before the orange-tipped arrows found their mark.

      He sucked in a breath, giving his wings a quick snap to shake free the arrows halted by the barbs beneath his feathers. Jarek flitted to their side, palms flaring as he worked to heal Greer. Though his arrows hadn’t found her, the blast of power Veles sent her way had left her sprawled along the forest floor, unconscious.

      “What’s taking so long?” Ryuu growled, the spear held before him as his wings provided a shield.

      Jarek grunted, palms flaring brighter against Greer’s head. She stirred a moment later, jerking upright.

      “Thank the gods,” Ryuu said, glancing behind him. Get her out of here, Jarek.”

      “It’s too late,” Greer breathed, eyes wide and focused ahead.

      Tightening the grip on my sword, I turned.

      Veles emerged at the edge of the forest. The top half of his white hair was pulled back in an elegant tie, revealing the tips of pointed ears. The pristine silver tunic he wore was so at odds with the dark, vicious grin stretched across his face.

      Draven was on his left, the red-eyed commander leaning in to whisper something. He was clad in stark white battle leathers, the emblem of a blooming peony set before a rising sun embossed on his breast. But where Veles was refined, Draven was coarse. His hair hung in long, unkempt pale strands. His shoulders were broader, and though he stood a few inches above Veles, it was clear who the leader of the two was.

      The malicious glint in Veles’s silver eyes shifted to mirth as they landed on my sister’s crouched form. Queen Freya stood, trying to obscure Greer from the brothers, but she was seconds away from collapsing herself.

      Veles took a step forward, Draven following, as the remainder of the cú sídhe fanned out around them.

      “We meet again, little cursebreaker.” Veles smiled, speaking directly to Greer. “As you can see, I’ve regained my physical form and most of my powers along with it. Soon, when the last barriers between this realm and the next fall, you will see what true mastery looks like.”

      Ryuu’s wings flew wide, shielding them as the cú sídhe prowled closer. As Veles and Draven descended.

      “Jarek,” Ryuu said, brandishing the Spear of Empyrean in warning. “As far as you can take them.”

      “I stay,” Queen Freya commanded, her eyes drifting to Queen Halcyon. “We need a portal.”

      “You’re wounded,” Ryuu countered, piercing the chest of a creature foolish enough to leap for him. “You’re a weakness right now.”

      Queen Freya’s face crumpled, but she gave a swift nod. With a curse, Jarek gripped her and Greer’s hands and luxed to safety.

      Veles lifted a silver brow, gaze flicking from the now vacant ground to the spear clasped in Ryuu’s hands. “You’ve recovered all three pieces. I admit, I’m impressed. The Spear of Empyrean is something to behold—the talk of legends. Pity your efforts were a waste. Draven?”

      The red-eyed commander stepped forward with a sneer, his hand raised. The cú sídhe, the twisted wolf-like creatures, stiffened, awaiting his command. Draven found me among the others, his red eyes fixating on mine as he let his hand fall and unleashed the beasts.

      Queen Halcyon and Evander protected our backs, working their way through the cú sídhe, as Zaeth, Ryuu, and I greeted the creatures dashing toward us from the front.

      My body hummed, vision growing sharper as black mist emanated from each of Veles’s creatures. I could smell them—the scent of rotten meat, their bodies eroding from the inside out. The beasts were tainted, just like the Fractured. Just as Veles and Draven were.

      They swarmed us, swiping with sharp claws and snapping teeth, a frenzy of ruthless attacks. They were everywhere, but we proved to be just as fast.

      Draven and Veles clung to the periphery, content to watch the scene unfold. I could have sworn there was a wisp of silver-blue smoke—a hushed word spoken to Veles on the wind—but when I tried to focus on it, it vanished.

      Jarek reappeared, catching a quick swipe of claws along his forearm, before impaling the creature with a downward arc of his blade. Cursing, he pressed his palm to the wound, light flaring beneath his touch as the claw marks sealed enough to allow his fae healing to take over.

      I glanced toward Zaeth, the racing of our hearts mirroring one another as Veles stepped from the edge of the trees and advanced. Pulses of light raced toward us, brandished by Veles like weapons.

      I braced for the impact, but tendrils of darkness intercepted them. My eyes widened, watching, stunned as shadows gathered under Zaeth’s command. My eyes darted to Jarek, to Ryuu, but they didn’t react.

      Couldn’t react.

      Zaeth’s power wasn’t visible to them, but I felt it deflecting Veles’s attacks, keeping the forceful blows from landing. Zaeth wielded the shadows, like tendrils of night, as blood misted the air around him, bodies falling in his wake—a true Dark King.

      The rest of us dodged the claws and  teeth of the cú sídhe while the two powers clashed. The air charged, prickling with expended energy as the distance between Zaeth and Veles shrank.

      I could see the sheen of sweat coating Veles’s perfect brow as he launched flare after flare of light, only to be thwarted by Zaeth’s darkness. With a furious snarl, Veles withdrew a gleaming silver blade from the scabbard along his spine.

      Their swords met, the collision of steel echoing through the trees.

      Disposing of another creature, I searched for Ryuu—for the Spear of Empyrean that could save us all. He was locked in battle with Draven, the two of them caught in a deadly dance. Zaeth may be powerful, but Veles was reborn from more than just this world—more monster than fae. If the spear was the only thing that could kill Veles, Zaeth was in a duel to the death with a creature he couldn’t kill. And he would get no help from Ryuu.

      A sharp gasp sounded from behind me, jerking my attention away from Zaeth.

      Queen Halcyon’s thigh was ripped open. A large chunk of tissue was missing, the stark whiteness of her bone gleaming amid the carnage as scarlet gushed down her leg.

      The nearest beast threw its head back, gulping down the slab of flesh with a wash of blood smeared across its muzzle.

      Claws raked down my shoulder as I narrowly avoided a fatal wound, twin to the slashes along my thigh, but I forced my body to move, my blade finding purchase in the creature's chest before flitting to Queen Halcyon’s side.

      The beast’s eyes snapped to mine, the two of us stalking each other in a calculated dance. Its unnatural green eyes burned with crazed hunger as it unleashed a snarl and lunged. Launching to the side, I swung my sword in a wide arc, slicing through fur and flesh, severing its spinal cord with a single move.

      A flash of copper hair was followed by another abruptly-stopped snarl, producing Evander a moment later. I opened my mouth to shout a warning as another beast leaped from the tangle of vines and trees, but Jarek was at Evander’s side in a flash, his sword sliding between the ribs and into the creature’s heart.

      “The queen,” Evander said, meeting my eyes as Jarek flitted to her side. The cú sídhe’s numbers were dropping, the forest floor littered with carcasses, but a few remained. “We’ll cover them.”

      I nodded as Jarek’s palms welled with light. His brow furrowed as he worked to regrow tissue, to knit the large, bleeding vessels back together.

      “Get them out of here,” Evander yelled, drawing the last of the two beasts away.

      “I can’t,” Jarek panted. “Not until she’s stable enough to move.”

      I felt the air shift, the brush of wind pricking the fine hairs along my arms. I caught the flash of silver-blue runes, registering what they meant a moment too late.

      Alderidge appeared behind Evander, the glint of his dagger catching the light as he sunk the blade into Evander’s chest.

      Jarek screamed, but I was already moving, flitting faster than I ever had before. The world pulled around me, fading into a tranquil, soundless void of shadows.

      My hands were around Alderidge’s neck before my world returned to normal. I twisted, feeling the snapping of muscle and bone as I jerked his head to the side, until his body went limp with a final ‘pop’.

      The remaining creature lunged, but I had already thrust my arm up, catching its underside. The force of my fingers sliced through the soft flesh of its belly, its entrails coating my arm, before I tossed its useless carcass to the ground.

      It was another moment—a heartbeat—before the light from Jarek’s hands pressed against the growing stain on Evander’s chest. Evander coughed, the movement sending flecks of blood across his cheeks.

      “Why isn’t it working?” I demanded, eyes snagging on the wound, noting the orange streak of poison. My stomach clenched.

      “Somnus,” Jarek confirmed, yanking free the tin Lannie gave him. He made quick work ripping through clothes and applying the salve.

      The light of his palms flared brighter, some color returning to Evander's cheeks and Jarek’s hands fell away a moment later, bracing himself on damp earth as he fought to catch his breath.

      I spared a glance toward Zaeth, feeling his exhaustion—the strain of his muscles—as if they were my own. Veles was grinning, seeming to sense the same. Ryuu was still fighting Draven, neither of them slowing.

      “Go,” Evander called, still far too pale, but pushing up to sit.

      My eyes met Jarek’s in a silent question.

      He shook his head. “I can’t lux. I’m too drained and the two of them are still not fully healed.”

      My lips pressed thin, glancing at Queen Halcyon, blood still streaming steadily from her thigh. She may be a stranger, but she was my sister’s mate. I couldn’t let her die here.

      “Get them to the meeting point,” I said, turning back to Jarek. “Luxing or no.”

      “El,” Evander started, attempting to stand. Jarek reached for him, but Evander shrugged him off. “The queen first.”

      With an exacerbated sigh, Jarek turned to Queen Halcyon and flitted away.

      “I can help,” Evander started, but the sounds of swords clashing snapped my attention back to the brothers.

      “Stay here,” I commanded, sending a prayer to the gods Jarek would return soon to prevent Evander from doing anything stupid.

      I couldn’t focus on anything other than the battle before me. My gaze zeroed in on Zaeth first, but despite the exhaustion I felt crawling through him, he was matching each of Veles’s strikes.

      Ryuu was not as fortunate. Draven had managed to knock the spear from his grasp, the air fae narrowly avoiding a killing strike. The barbs along his wings absorbed the brunt of Draven’s blow as he scrambled to recover.

      I flitted toward them, aiming for the spear gleaming among the trampled ferns of the forest floor, but Draven intercepted me. The swipe of his blade caused me to jerk back, the metal tip embedding itself in the earth where I stood just a moment ago.

      Draven spun, his boot connecting with my chest. Ryuu pounced, but the red-eyed commander raised his sword, catching the edge of Ryuu’s dagger poised above his heart.

      I scrambled forward, reaching for the spear. The hilt of Draven’s sword slammed into my skull before I could grasp it.

      A sickening crack echoed in my ears. My vision blurred. Zaeth’s muffled screams reached me through the fog of my mind, begging me to move. Somehow, I blinked against the spots of light dotting my vision, focusing enough to roll just as Draven’s sword descended.

      Brown-flecked, snowy wings covered me. The shadow of Ryuu’s body was there and gone, drawing Draven’s attention.

      I blinked again, seeing through a haze to the sun catching on the gold of the spear, luring me toward it. Forcing my body to move, I dug my fingers into the earth and crawled until I was near enough to lunge for it. A snarl tore from Draven’s throat as he deflected Ryuu’s attacks. With a burst of speed, the red-eyed commander landed his own blunt kick, forcing Ryuu to stumble.

      That was all Draven needed.

      He flitted toward me—toward the spear. My fingers clasped around the hilt, and I turned, meeting Draven’s blurred form. The power of the spear seared through me, but I kept my grip firm as I thrust the tip before me.

      The satisfying give of flesh followed, scenting the air with the metallic tang of blood, as the spear sank deep into Draven’s chest.

      A smile tilted my lips as I watched Draven’s scarlet eyes widened. As Veles’s horrified screams shook the trees around us.

      “El?”

      Zaeth was staring at me, but there was no joy in his eyes. No triumph.

      Feeling a swell of sharp, gnawing pain flare to life as some of the adrenaline faded, I looked down. Searching for the cause.

      I blinked, confusion warring with the agony racing through my body as I stared at the hilt of Draven’s sword, slicked with orange, protruding from my stomach.
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      Draven was yanked back by Veles, the spear, still clutched in my hands, sliding free from the cage of his ribs.

      A searing pain ripped through me as the blade still lodged in my stomach jerked, abandoned. I crumpled from the pain, the spear tumbling from my grip, but Zaeth’s arms were around me, catching my head before it crashed to the ground.

      Veles’s silver eyes roved over the scene, snagging on the spear laying on the trampled earth between us, before snapping to Zaeth. His body tensed, ready for an attack, but Draven coughed, a violent wheeze working through his chest. Veles’s eyes dropped to the darkening stain across his brother’s white battle leathers, his lips pressing into a thin line as fear swirled in Draven’s eyes.

      “We’ll meet again,” Veles promised, gaze finding Zaeth, venom dripping from his words.

      Zaeth’s shoulders tensed, but Veles only turned, flitting from sight with his brother’s broken body clutched in his arms.

      “Jarek!” Zaeth shouted, frantic eyes searching mine as he cradled me across his lap.

      Jarek was beside me before Zaeth finished saying his name, having only just returned from seeing Queen Halcyon to safety.

      “You look awful,” I choked out, noting the pale sheen to his skin, the trembling of his hands.

      But Jarek didn’t smile. If anything, his eyes grew darker, but he regained control, gritting his teeth as his hands came to my stomach. His palms glowed around the hilt, willing my body to heal..

      “Let me know when,” Zaeth said, gripping the sword.

      “Don’t!” Jarek shouted, the light flickering out. “If I can’t heal enough of the tissue around the wound, she’ll bleed out.”

      “Then heal her,” Zaeth snapped.

      My chest heaved as my heart thundered, but a strange numbness had started to ease the pain.

      “I’m trying,” Jarek gritted out.

      The numbness spread, my eyes growing heavy.

      “It’s working,” I said, but it came out as a whisper.

      Jarek swallowed, the light of his palms flickering and then fading. He shook his head. “It’s not working—I don’t have any reserves left.”

      My brows furrowed as I glanced down. Jarek was right. Draven’s sword was still in me, and I realized Zaeth wasn’t only holding me for comfort, but because the tip of the blade was protruding from my back.

      I blinked, fighting the urge to let my eyes remain closed.

      “But the pain…it’s fading.”

      Jarek cursed, shaking his head as he met my gaze. “The blood loss… Pain will dull, first. You’ll lose consciousness next—”

      My weakening pulse fluttered as I realized what Jarek was saying. There’d be no saving me.

      “Get her back to Caligo,” Zaeth said, his voice brokering no debate.

      “I’ve been trying,” Jarek snapped, his shoulders falling. “There’s nothing to be done.”

      “El?” Evander called, limping toward us.

      The slight rise in his voice—the disbelief—was too close to the way my little brother sounded when the sword pierced his chest. When he was taken from this world. It undid the last string of denial I was clutching on to.

      Will.

      I’d get to see Will again. And Jem. Torin. Mother and Papa. All would be waiting for me—

      “Fuck this,” Zaeth snarled, gathering me in his arms.

      An agonized wail wrecked from my throat as the movement jostled the sword. My vision went fuzzy, black spots blotting out most of my periphery, but when it cleared, the world was moving almost too fast for me to focus.

      Zaeth was flitting us somewhere.

      I opened my mouth to ask, but couldn’t find the strength to form the words.

      “Hold on, love.” The warmth of Zaeth’s breath fanned the top of my head, clearing some of the haziness from my mind. “I will burn this world to the ground and continue on to the next if the gods take you from me. I don’t care if this is our fate. They can’t have you. I won’t let them.”

      The forest blurred for another second—minute—as a shiver worked down my spine. I hadn’t realized how cold I was. How quiet everything had grown.

      “Stay with me, love.”

      I pressed my cheek against his chest, inhaling the scent of cedar and shadows. Zaeth held me closer as he slowed, our surroundings coming into focus.

      The night was still, heavy with humidity, but thick with the scent of night-blooming jasmine. The gentle trickling of water and a subtle buzz of power permeated the space around us. Glowing sprites hovered in the air, their small bodies basking in the balmy evening. With an effort, I willed myself to focus on the space beyond.

      Seven shimmering pools were nestled among moss-covered hills. Clusters of pale mushrooms dotted the landscape, sprouting among gnarled roots and clinging to thick tree trunks. Silver blue stones surrounded the pools, all seeming to lead to the largest of the seven positioned in the center.

      Zaeth’s fingers flexed, the only hint of hesitation, before we flitted across the threshold and to the water’s edge.

      “Levana, Goddess of the Waters, Enchantress of the Pools, we wish to make a bargain.”

      The night seemed to inhale, the air itself stilling before a figure rose from the spring. Streams of water trailed down her alabaster skin as she stepped toward us. Ebony hair clung to her wet body, her pebbled nipples showing through the dark strands slick against her bare flesh. The stones surrounding us flashed a brilliant silver-blue, the light reflected in the waters swirling low around her hips.

      “Heal her,” Zaeth rasped. I felt his chest rumble, felt the grip of his fingers pull me closer, but he sounded so far away.

      Eyes eclipsed in black landed on us. “Your offer?” Her voice was smooth, enticing despite the sharpness of her teeth peeking out beneath plump, red lips.

      Zaeth’s spine stiffened, but he held her gaze. “Take me in her place. A life for a life.”

      No.

      I screamed the word in my mind, but my mouth barely moved. It took everything I had to remain conscious, to not drift into the beckoning darkness.

      Her blood-red lips tilted up, the gesture more fangs than smile. “When I have need, The Dark Phoenix will be sacrificed and will aid me until that time.”

      “Agreed.”

      Zaeth’s answer rang in the space between us, the word nearly tangible as silver-blue tendrils whirled in the air. They wrapped around us, drawing us into the waters, closer to the enchantress.

      I was vaguely aware of water lapping at my ankles, my back, before covering my chest. And then the nearly unbearable loss of Zaeth’s warmth. With excruciating effort, I managed to pry my eyes open, not having remembered shutting them. Ebony eyes set within skin as fair as porcelain met my gaze. Sharp, black nails dragged across my brow as scarlet lips brushed the shell of my ear.

      “I have been waiting for you, little phoenix.” The voice was spoken just for me, the gentle murmurings between lovers. “For millennia, I’ve waited, biding my time until a vessel strong enough to contain me was born. I thought the brothers would’ve been enough… but no mind,” she cooed, the tip of her nail scraping along my cheek. “All is as it should be.”

      A chill ran down my spine as she pressed a tender kiss to my cheek. I knew I should run—should fight—but I was tired… So tired…

      “What are you waiting for?” Zaeth growled. “Heal her.”

      Levana offered him a malicious smile a moment before she ripped the blade out and plunged us beneath the water.
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      Lightning cracked overhead and gathering clouds darkened the sky as I paced the moss-covered floor of the cottage. We had decided on this location as a secondary meeting point if anything were to happen. It was located just east of Xylia, the capital of the Earth Kingdom—far enough away to stay undetected, but close enough to seek Queen Halcyon’s army should we need them.

      Queen Halcyon had described it as a quaint cottage nestled within the tangles of the forest, but it was easily twice the size of our childhood home. Blankets, pillows, and toiletries were stored in closets, providing more than enough supplies. The walk-in pantry was stocked with jars of preserved jams, spreads, and vegetables. Several large containers held nuts of all varieties and there were a few wrapped, hanging items that looked like salted and seasoned meat. Plants grew along every surface, some potted and hanging, while others sprouted straight from the earth.

      Another flash of lightning illuminated the sky, the thundering reverberations following moments later. We’d all showered, the remaining wounds dressed, but I couldn’t bring myself to eat as I waited for the others to return. My gaze flicked to the shuttered windows once more.

      The horizons had been clear just hours ago, but Queen Halcyon had assured us the humidity promised a storm. It seemed she was right.

      A lot had changed in those few hours.

      Just as the sun sank below the horizon, a shadow of wings soared across the sky.

      “Ryuu,” I whispered, the band around my chest easing as he came into view. Blood and grim clung to him, his normally sleek hair matted with contents I didn't wish to look too closely at, but he was alive.

      Flinging the door open, I dashed outside to meet him. Crisp air rushed around me as his great wings beat, the earth thundering as his boots hit the ground. I launched myself at him, my body calming as his great arms wrapped around me.

      “Gods, I was so worried,” I breathed. Ryuu pressed kisses along the top of my head, his palms rubbing soothing strokes along my spine. I felt a sense of worry roll through him, his own unease flickering in me. Drawing back, I met his gaze. “What is it? Ryuu, where is my sister?”

      “She is alive,” he said. “But Draven wounded her. Badly.”

      My mouth ran dry. “Did Jarek heal her?”

      Ryuu gave a tight shake of his head. “He’s drained. Doesn’t even have enough energy left to lux. Zaeth is with her, though. He’ll do everything in his power to return her safely.”

      The faint humming of a fae flitting sounded just beyond Ryuu, snapping my attention to the subtle movement in the distance. Jarek’s golden-blond hair flickered through the tropical forest, coming into view a moment later with Evander slung across his shoulder.

      Evander’s cheeks were bright red as he pushed from Jarek’s arms. “I can manage on my own.”

      His words had a bite, the harshness causing Jarek to flinch, but he took all of one staggering step, before he nearly collapsed from the effort. A fresh bloom of scarlet seeped along the front of his shirt, a large spot in the center marred with a russet stain.

      “At least let me help you inside,” Jarek said, voice carefully neutral. “I won’t be able to heal you for at least another hour and I’d rather not have to attempt sutures.”

      Evander’s jaw ticked but he relented, allowing Jarek to help him through the threshold of the door held open by Queen Freya. We followed, Ryuu and me taking a seat along the couch by the window as Jarek helped Evander into the soft, cushioned chair opposite Queen Halcyon in the sitting room, set before a quaint fireplace.

      “What happened?” I asked, my voice strained as I watched Evander winch with each breath.

      “Alderidge stabbed me,” he said. “Jarek dragged me back from the brink of death. Again.”

      I lifted a brow at the bitterness in his voice but chose not to push it. “And El? Did Alderidge get her, too?”

      Evander shook his head. “El killed him before joining Ryuu in a battle with Draven. She wounded him, and he her. Zaeth has her now.”

      After a period of worked silence, conversation turned to war tactics and strategy for our next move, but I let the low murmuring of the others wash over me as I stared out the window, searching the unruly forest of tangled vines and broad, waxy leaves for signs of Zaeth.

      For my sister.

      Just as I decided on trekking through this damp, horrid kingdom to find her myself, a shadow passed over the moon. Zaeth’s towering form circled once before descending, his massive, onyx wings dropping him slowly to the ground with El’s unconscious body clutched to his chest.

      “No,” I gasped, rushing toward them, thinking the worst. But her cheek was warm when I brushed against it. Her chest rising and falling.

      Not dead.

      “Thank the gods,” I breathed, my stomach unclenching.

      “Yes,” Zaeth muttered to himself, a troubled frown marring his beautiful face. “But which gods?”

      I helped her to the nearest room, where Queen Halcyon offered one of her nightgowns, the two of us working to strip El of her blood-stained clothes. The nightgown was silky and far too revealing for El’s taste, but I made a mental note to ask for the queen’s stylist when all of this was over.

      Zaeth dragged a cushioned seat to El’s bedside, settling in beside her. “Draven stabbed her through the stomach.”

      A prink of tear stung my eyes, my gaze turning to my sister’s slumbering form.

      “But she stabbed Draven at the same time. Veles retreated with his brother, giving me time to reach The Seven Sacred Pools. She was slipping away. I could barely feel her heartbeat…” He shook his head, eyes blazing with agony. “I made a deal and the enchantress saved her.”

      Bile burned the back of my throat as I realized the extent of my sister’s injuries—but before panic could take hold, I reminded myself Zaeth had gotten her to the pools in time.

      He had saved her.

      “What was the cost?” Ryuu asked, his gaze cutting, but Zaeth only shook his head.

      Too great, Ryuu seemed to think, hanging his head as Zaeth slipped from the chair and knelt beside El’s sleeping form.

      It had probably cost too much from their perspective—maybe even Zaeth’s life. Ryuu and the others had warned of the toll the enchantress was said to take from her victims… but I couldn’t find it within myself to be sorry. Maybe I was selfish, but Zaeth’s sacrifice meant I got to keep my sister. I’d sacrifice a dozen others without a second thought if it meant she stayed in this world a little longer.

      Hours passed and still she hadn’t moved.

      The faintest hint of light graced the sky, the moon sinking low, and still my sister slept.

      I circled her again, fluffing the pillows and tucking in the blankets, before brushing back her chestnut curls. I’d done what I could to clean her, to wash the gore from her body, but I was helpless to erase whatever horrors played in her mind.

      The fine hairs along my arms stood on end when I was this close to her, a vague sense of unease settling in my gut.

      It’s just because you’re worried for her.

      I shook my head, willing myself to believe the thought, but I couldn’t shake the slow, creeping feeling of dread taking hold.

      “She smells different,” I breathed, daring a glance at Zaeth.

      He gave a stiff nod, his eyes never leaving El’s slumbering form. “Like night-blooming jasmine.”

      “Like the pools,” Ryuu said, his words coming out as more of a growl from the doorway. The others had long since retired to their beds, but we remained here. Waiting.

      “What would you have done?” Zaeth snapped, rounding on him. “If it had been your mate?”

      “You can’t make deals with the enchantress. The cost is always greater than it seems—”

      “Then I’ll pay it,” Zaeth thundered, eyes blazing. “Ten-fold. If it meant I could keep her, if it meant El were safe, I’d gladly douse this world in oil and watch it burn.”

      Ryuu shook his head.

      “Don’t pretend you wouldn’t do the same,” Zaeth breathed, gathering El’s hand in his. “…if it were her.”

      Ryuu’s eyes flicked to mine, more dragon than fae. He held my gaze, the green flecks smoldering as he spoke. “If it had been her, I would’ve lit the match myself.”

      “There’s no need for this,” Queen Freya said, stepping into the room with her arms crossed. “What’s done is done.”

      I nodded, offering her a small, sad smile before a sharp current rolled through the air around us. Unable to hide the shudder working through my body, my gaze darted to El, half expecting her to have woken—to have been the cause for the disquiet.

      “You feel it, too.”

      Glancing away from El, I found Queen Freya’s gaze locked on mine.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Nothing good. It feels like protection wards being broken, but on a huge scale. Like every barrier in Pax—like the one surrounding Pax itself—is cracking. This reeks of Veles, but after having just killed Draven, I can’t see him having the power to do something like this.”

      “Stabbed,” Zaeth corrected, his thumb brushing the back of El’s hand. “El stabbed Draven with the spear, but we didn’t see him die.”

      “He can’t survive a wound like that—at least not for long,” Queen Freya said, though I saw the uncertainty flash in her eyes as she glanced at the world outside these walls.

      Following her gaze, I turned toward the large windows. The rising sun barely illuminated the sky due to the thick swatch of clouds swirling over us. Lightning flashed, the silver blue bolts cascading in an arch, looking eerily similar to that of a protection shield—to a failing ward. Booming thunder followed, shuddering through me.

      “Come on, El,” I whispered, ignoring the twist of my stomach as I gripped her hand. I could have sworn Zaeth stiffened at the same time a wave of wariness rippled through me.

      “Wake up.”
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      Cold, black eyes stared down at me, Levana’s vicious, red-lipped smile stretching as she ripped Draven’s blade from my stomach and dragged me under the water.

      It had only been a few seconds—Zaeth had been there to pull me out—but everything had changed.

      The numbness claiming me burned away as Levana’s presence invaded my body. The bleeding wound across my stomach sealed, the torn vessels beneath it repairing themselves in moments.

      I gasped, eager for air, for the expansion of my lungs unencumbered by pain, but I was trapped, transported somewhere quiet… and lonely. Shadows stretched behind me, offering the promise of peace, but a haze of silver clouds billowed forward.

      They flared a brilliant blue, pulsing with power, as Levana appeared. She swept toward me, a sheer gown clinging to her form. The translucent fabric shimmered with the light of a thousand diamonds, its brightness in stark contrast to her ebony hair that fell well past her shoulders.

      “I am sorry about this,” she said, her wholly black eyes glimmering as she drew near.

      I took a step back, instinctually retreating to the safety of the shadows behind me, allowing them to swell. They were unknown—but warm and somehow welcoming, much preferred to Levana’s silver mist.

      Levana hissed, drawing back as the silver swirls brushed against the tendrils of comforting darkness. Her eyes studied my rising shadows, her upper lip curling in distaste.

      “Erebus,” she seethed. “I should have known you’d protect the girl. No matter.” She shrugged with forced nonchalance. “The brothers have done well. Soon, I’ll be rid of the prison Eunoia crafted. Once I rid myself of her, I’ll be coming for you.”

      She spun, the silver-blue clouds rising up as she vanished, leaving me to the darkness.
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      I blinked, the flickering light of a fire drawing my attention.

      “El?” Greer gasped, relief breaking across her face. “You’re awake. Thank the gods.”

      She engulfed me in a hug, and I felt the well of tears prick my eyes. It was a dream—a horrible dream. My arms lifted, but rather than wrapping her in a tight hug like I yearned to do, my hands patted her back in a distant acknowledgement of her presence.

      “I am,” I felt myself say, my voice devoid of emotion. Greer stiffened, the shift in her body so small I doubted another would have noticed it. “Thank you for your concern, Sister, but I assure you I am well.”

      My gaze flicked to Zaeth, sitting stoic in a chair drawn beside my bed. Cinnamon eyes flared, a dozen emotions flashing through them, but his face stayed carefully neutral.

      “Mate,” I said, my eyes raking down his body with obvious hunger. “Aren’t you happy to see me? The goddess Levana was kind in granting your request. I am returned to you. Unharmed.”

      I screamed, thrashing against the confines of my mind as Levana’s consciousness pushed my body from the bed. I leaned over Zaeth, pinching his chin between my fingers to draw him up for a kiss.

      His hand came up, fingers grasping my wrist in a gentle, but firm grip.

      “You have much to recover from,” he said. “Best not tempt fate.”

      A small flicker of hope sparked. He hadn’t called me ‘love’.

      Zaeth’s eyes bored into me, as if he could see past Levana’s control. As if he could see me trapped beneath the weight of her power. Maybe he could sense something was off. Maybe he would know how to help me.

      My body straightened, my lips pulling into a compelled smile. “Of course. We have eternity together, afterall.”

      A searing flash of light blared through the darkened sky, thunder rumbling all around us.

      Levana flitted my body to the window, thrusting open the glass panels and welcoming the rain pouring down with a smile. We looked up at the sky, watching as the silver-blue bolts streaked across, linking together until there was a vicious crack.

      She closed my eyes, a fierce swell of giddiness rising up as she inhaled deeply. When she opened them again, a large void was gaping open. Coils of ice had snaked through the chasm, the ghost of a massive creature hovering just beyond our realm. Its pale wings carried it through, their leathery spans looking as though they were crafted from the glass of glaciers. Its massive, reptilian body was covered in spikes, like sharpened ice shards glinting in the flashing light of the storm.

      Levana grinned. “It has begun.”
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      “Jarek!” I shouted, as Elara collapsed into my arms, the stain across her stomach growing around Draven’s embedded blade.

      No.

      The word repeated itself over and over again in my mind. I wouldn’t lose her. I couldn’t.

      The light shifted, Jarek appearing at our side in the next breath. Ignoring the sickly paler to his skin, the faint sweat across his brow, I pushed aside any thoughts of El not recovering. Jarek would heal her. He had to.

      “You look awful,” Elara wheezed, the attempt at humor twisting something in my chest.

      Jarek must have felt the same sense of dread, because he collapsed to his knees, his hands pressing along either side of the blade. His palms glowed around the hilt, willing El’s body to heal. It was going to be okay.

      “Let me know when,” Zaeth I said, gripping the sword.

      “Don’t!” Jarek shouted, the light shimmering beneath his fingers flickering out. “If I can’t heal enough of the tissue around the wound, she’ll bleed out.”

      “Then heal her,” I snapped, not liking what he was implying.

      “I’m trying,” Jarek gritted out, the light sputtering to life once more.

      “It’s working,” El whispered, but the blood oozing from the wound hadn’t slowed.

      Jarek swallowed, the light of his palms flickering and then fading. He shook his head. “It’s not working—I don’t have any reserves left.”

      No. No. No.

      Jarek had to be strong enough to do this. Gods, why had I not gotten to her sooner? If I’d been faster, more skilled with a blade, more cunning, I could have crushed Veles and his brothers months ago—years—and Elara would have been safe.

      “But the pain…it’s fading.”

      My fingers flexed around El’s slumped form, careful not to jar the blade protruding from her back, as another barb of denial and fear rocked through me.

      Jarek cursed, shaking his head as he stared down at her. “The blood loss… Pain will dull, first. You’ll lose consciousness next—”

      “Get her back to Caligo,” I cut in, unwilling to believe what he was saying.

      “I’ve been trying,” Jarek snapped, his shoulders falling. “There’s nothing to be done.”

      “El?” Evander called, limping toward us.

      A curse left my lips as I felt El’s consciousness shift from disbelief to something far more dangerous—acceptance.

      “Fuck this,” I snarled, gathering her in my arms as seamless as I could, the her body shifted around the blade, the movement tearing an agonized wail form her throat.

      El’s eyes fluttered closed, her racing pulse thundering in my ears. It was getting weaker… her skin growing far too pale.

      I tore through the trees, clutching her to my chest. My goddess, my mate, cursed to spend this life linked to me. I was doomed and she was dying, but I wouldn’t let the gods claim her. If this was the fate drafted for us, I’d burn the page and rewrite the ending in blood.

      “Hold on, love,” I breathed, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “I will burn this world to the ground and continue on to the next if the gods take you from me. I don’t care if this is our fate. They can’t have you. I won’t let them.”

      Urging my body to move fast, I flitted through the trees, holding her tight, as we neared the Seven Sacred Pools. I felt the moment we entered the wards, the crisp coolness of the night shifting to a heavy humidity.

      “Stay with me, love.”

      The scent of night-blooming jasmine was all around us, oppressive with its potency. Moss-covered hills and pools of tranquil water were set among silver-blue stones pulsing with power. This was an untamed place, one more myth than reality. I knew to be wary of the enchantress, knew full well that a creature like her only survived this long by being selfish and clever… but El was growing weaker by the second.

      “Levana, Goddess of the Waters, Enchantress of the Pools, we wish to make a bargain.”

      Vicious sprites darting in the air around us froze as electricity pricked. The night seemed to grow darker, more deadly, and then the surface of the pool before me rippled.

      The sprites scattered, fleeing from the figure emerging. Streams of water trailed down her alabaster skin, ebony hair slick and clinging to her body. The stones surrounding us flashed a brilliant silver-blue as she stepped toward us, my fingers flexing protective around El.

      “Heal her,” I rasped.

      The enchantress cocked her head, soulless, black eyes studying me. Dread spooled deeper in my gut, urging me to fight or flee, but neither of those options would save El.

      “Your offer?” she asked, the tips of sharp teeth peeking out beneath blood-red lips.

      “Take me in her place. A life for a life.”

      “When I have need, The Dark Phoenix will be sacrificed, and will aid me until that time.”

      Levana’s lips twisted into a distorted smile, one more threat than promise. This wouldn’t end well for me. I could see now that Ryuu had been right. Levana was more creature than fae, more primal, untethered rage than feeling. She felt different than anything else on Pax—wild and unpredictable with a healthy dose of unhinged violence. This was a being who enjoyed the suffering of those around her. One who craved to see how deep another’s agony could cut.

      But my soul was already lost if El passed from this world.

      “Agreed.”

      The word rang in the space between us, nearly tangible in its power as silver-blue tendrils whirled in the air. They wrapped around me, pulling me into the pool.

      Water lapped at my ankles, my thighs, swirling around my chest. I clung to El, doing everything I could to keep her afloat while not rocking the blade still piercing her stomach. And then the waters spit, thrusting my back while they snatched El from my grasp and transferred her to Levana.

      It took all of my remaining will to not launch myself at her, but this was El’s last chance at survival. Her pulse was faint, almost too soft to hear. My fists clenched as I watch the enchantress press a mockingly tender kiss to El’s cheek while her blood stained the waters around us.

      “What are you waiting for?” I growled, feeling death waiting in the shadows, ready to rip my mate away from me. “Heal her.”

      Levana’s smile was grotesque, scarlet lips and black eyes gleaming with an unknown jest a moment before she ripped the blade out of Elara’s stomach and plunged them beneath the water.
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