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        “I will always love you. Truly. You will always have my heart. You set my soul on fire, Verity.”

      

      

      In the culmination of this epic series, Verity and Altair must travel with allies and enemies into the Ether to confront their greatest adversary yet.

      Verity is uncertain her skills will be enough to defeat the evil that awaits them. She’s lost everyone important to her already, and now she risks losing Altair, the only love she’s ever known.

      The only thing on Altair’s mind is Verity’s safety, but he knows she’ll risk her life to make sure they defeat the Shades. Plagued on all fronts by enemies and scheming, survival isn’t certain, and neither is victory.

      But even if they make it out alive—fate may never let them be together.
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      Verity

      The dagger in my arm is decorated with an ornate handle, covered in small jewels and precious stones. For all the blood smeared on the hilt and blade, its beauty can't be diminished. I stare intently at one of the jewels on the grip, green like a serpent's eye, and hold my breath. Pain flashes through my arm, tickling the nerve as it hovers beside the dagger. Blood drips thickly from my arm, down the tip of the blade protruding from the other side of my arm.

      Around me, Moritz and Erzur argue as she snaps about my stupidity. The witches watch in silence, eyes glittering. I hear Altair speaking to me, but it's fuzzy and distorted, so I just nod my head in response. Thal doesn't talk as he lifts my arm gently. I hiss as pain flares up my arm and to the tips of my fingers. His brows furrow together apologetically, but he moves my arm to eye level and lets my blood slip down his fingers.

      “I have to remove it,” Thal murmurs gently. His voice is the only one that penetrates the haze around my mind.

      Serus curls in my lap, hissing at everyone and everything. He lashes out at Thal as he reaches for the hilt. His claws rake over Thal’s hand, drawing blood. “Don’t touch her,” he hisses, eyes wide and ears back.

      I reach for my familiar, trying to soothe him. “Serus,” I pant. “Let him pull it out.”

      “We’ll heal her as well as we can,” Altair says. His voice is low, filled with barely hidden fear. I hold his voice close to me, repeating the short, simple phrase over and over in my mind to bring myself peace.

      “Scratch me again, cat, and I’ll flay you,” Thal threatens, wiping the blood on his palm away.

      “Thal,” I say, voice breaking as I struggle to remain sitting up.

      Wordlessly, his hand wraps around the hilt. I whimper as that simple move shifts the blade in my flesh. Serus’s hackles raise, and he hisses furiously. Grimacing, Thal rips that dagger out of my arm without warning. I scream shrilly and blood arcs through the air, it's almost pretty. I let my body collapse in on itself then, and my vision blurs as pain rides me.

      “Verity,” Thal says. “Verity?”

      I hear a soft scuffling and then familiar knees in my vision. Altair bends low, dipping his face to mine. His hazel eyes are filled with concern and I wish I could lose myself in them, even as blood pumps out of me. He gently shifts me until my injured arm comes into view. The witches surround me and I feel the air tremble with their magic. Cleo draws her own blade over her palm, bolstering her magic with blood the way all Bloodbane do.

      Together, the Bloodbanes knit my skin, using my Fae heritage and their magic to speed up the healing process. Altair crouches close by, and I feel his fingers play over mine as if he would take hold of them. But in such close sight of Erzur, and after what happened last night, I know he won’t. I breathe deeply, letting the magic lull the pain away from me.

      After what feels like hours, the witches are finished, and they step away. I catch sight of Cleo and imagine I see her cold eyes filled with something like worry. But then I blink and the emotion is gone. Altair’s arms support me, lifting me from the sandy floor to prop me against a pillar. I see Sadal watching me stonily, but his shoulders are stiff with fear and I know he knows what I saw. He knows just how terrifying the Shades are more than anyone else.

      “What happened?” Altair asks gently.

      I study his face, his sharp jaw, full lips, and the lights in his eyes. “The Shades, they laid a trap for me in the second level of the Ether,” I say breathlessly.

      “It is called the Second Stratum,” the old witch says.

      “They were there, and I think they knew I was coming,” I continue. “One of them attacked me. I got flustered, and the dagger went deeper than I meant it to.”

      “You said you found a way to trap them,” Erzur says impatiently. “Tell us more about that.”

      “Give her a moment,” Altair snarls, his eyed locked on the thin scar on my forearm.

      I stretch out a hand to brush over his hand but stop mid-air. Inhaling sharply, I pull my hand back. “I’m alright now.” I turn to Erzur, hiding a scowl. “A creature told us of a being in the Third Stratum. This being is powerful, more than the Shades, and has been trapped there for thousands of years in something called a cobweb cage.”

      “Ah,” the old witch muses. “I have heard of such a thing, but it is ancient magic.”

      “How do I make one?” I ask the wizened witch.

      She shakes her head. “I don’t know. You must see this cobweb cage yourself and attempt it,” she says. Her eyes are filled with regret and sympathy.

      I bite my lip, fear making my heart thrum. I don’t want to go back to the Ether, least of all through the Second Stratum. “Is that the only way?”

      “I’m afraid it is,” she murmurs.

      I close my eyes and breathe out slowly through my nose. “Is the only way to the Third Stratum through the Second?”

      “That would be a question for Sadal,” the old Bloodbane says, her robes rustling as she turns to the former Dark God.

      Sadal curls his lips as he becomes the center of attention. “And why should I help you?” He asks.

      Altair is across the room in the blink of an eye, just a blur of motion. He slams into Sadal, pinning him against another column. He holds a dagger against Sadal’s throat and growls low and dangerous. “You help us, or I end your pathetic life sooner rather than later.”

      “Well that would be a mercy, wouldn’t it? Since I’m going mad,” Sadal chuckles. His eyes go sharp. “I want my power back.”

      “Over my dead body,” Altair snarls. “We aren’t negotiating. This is an I ask, you tell relationship—understand?”

      “Nothing you can do to me will compel me to help you further.” Sadal grins.

      “Perhaps I can be of use,” Serus murmurs, rising from his position in my lap.

      “How?” Thal asks, his brows furrowed with confusion.

      Serus ignores Thal’s question. I watch as Serus approaches Sadal and sits casually in front of him. Sadal’s eyes widen and I feel a pulse of electricity from Serus. “Serus has an affinity for the mind,” I say softly, apprehension coiling in my gut. I wouldn’t want to be in Sadal’s place. I remember all too well the moment I first met Serus, how he played with my mind and memories.

      The tension breaks when Serus flicks his tail. Sadal’s body writhes in Altair’s grip and tears pool in his eyes. I almost feel sorry for him, wondering what darkness Serus could be poking at in Sadal’s mind to make him look so pitiful. When Sadal is gasping for air, choking back sobs, Serus breaks his grip on Sadal’s mind. I feel a wave of relief as Serus slinks away, chewing on whatever he stole from Sadal’s dark thoughts.

      “Serus?” I ask.

      His eyes cut at me, and he disappears into the shadows. Sadal shakes, sweat glistening on his forehead and he takes a deep breath. "I know a way to the Third Stratum. It will take us through the Second but only for a short time," he pants.

      “Why are we even bothering with this?” Erzur snaps. “Going into the Ether is foolish. Didn’t this girl just prove that?”

      “Hey,” I snap. “I found out more in there than we did during this entire journey.”

      “And you almost got yourself killed.” Erzur narrows her eyes at me. “If you had, you would have doomed us all while you laid yourself to rest. If what the witch says is true, then we need you—as much as it pains me to admit.”

      Her words strike true and I feel a wave of guilt. I dip my chin, hating that Erzur of all people is right. “I won’t do something like that again,” I say stiffly.

      She purses her lips. “You certainly proved your use though.”

      I narrow my eyes with surprise, trying to discern a mocking tone in her voice. But she seems sincere. At my side, Thal snorts. “Did that hurt, Erzur?”

      “Ha.” She rolls her eyes.

      “Can we focus, please?” Moritz snaps. His usually stony face is twisted with anger. “We have a horde of evil, demonic creatures pressing against the veil that separates our worlds.”

      Erzur curls her lip. “Only you would be frightened hundreds of years before there’s cause for concern.”

      “The time to plan is now,” Moritz says coldly. “Anyone who says differently is a fool.”

      “You –—” Erzur hisses, leaning towards him and reaching for her curved blade.

      “That’s enough,” Altair roars, his booming voice echoing off the walls inside the pyramid.

      I inhale sharply at his tone, fear lancing through me. His eyes settle on me and he dips his chin. “It seems to me that we have little choice,” he says, voice lowering to normal volumes. “We must go into the Ether.”
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      Altair

      “You are such a blind fool,” Erzur snaps. “Always rushing to the aid of your Bloodbane lover. She has you twisted around her little finger.”

      I bristle, cold anger flowing through my veins like power. I narrow my eyes at her and close the distance between us. “What is your point, Erzur? And tread carefully.”

      She lifts her chin stubbornly but doesn’t shy away from my black gaze. “All those months while she was in Sadal’s grip and you don’t think she considered betraying you? What if this is all part of a plot to release the Shades? After all, we seem to be relying on past enemies lately.”

      “I would never betray Altair,” Verity says fiercely, rising from the ground to confront Erzur. “Never again.”

      Erzur curls her lip and my temper flares. I cross the short distance to stand at Verity’s side. She straightens, radiating authority. “We’re going into the Ether to stop the Shades. You can come if you like, Erzur, but you’re more than welcome to stay behind,” I say coldly. “Don’t call her a traitor. We’ve already discussed how much her sacrifices mean to me.”

      “Yes, yes, we have,” Erzur mutters, glowering at Verity.

      "I think," Moritz says, his calm voice cutting through the tension, "It would be wise to search for alternate solutions. There must be a way to bolster the veil, to buy us more time for something more permanent."

      “I agree.” Erzur looks as if the words put a sour taste in her mouth.

      I glance at Thal and he shrugs. His gaze is cold, and I know he hasn’t forgiven me for what I’ve put Verity through. But his voice isn’t malicious when he says, “I’ll follow you, cousin.”

      The old Bloodbane steps into the circle, her eyes clear and sharp. “There is no other way. They must be contained before they escape the Ether.”

      “Very few have gone to the Ether and survived,” Moritz says.

      “Yet you must take the risk.” The old witch’s eyes are steely, and I know that on this she won’t budge. There is no other way.

      My gaze turns to Verity, and she chews her lip when all of our eyes are on her. Out of all of us, she’s the only one to navigate it on her own, without the aid of Sadal. Her pale blue eyes flash with fear before she furrows her brow stubbornly. “It will be dangerous. I don’t know how to describe the Ether, except that it’s either so dark you can hardly see or filled with nightmares made real.”

      “The darkness is a fog, it feeds off of fear,” Sadal says. He steps closer, eyes lit with malice. “It doesn’t need to show you your nightmares to do it either. You’ll meet creatures like Serus in the Ether—though most aren’t as domestic.”

      Serus’s hackles rise at Sadal’s tone. “Domestic or strategic?” His amber eyes flash. “But the Dark God is correct. The Glutton was only one of the many creatures in the First Stratum. The demons reside there, the ones that failed to answer Sadal’s call anyway. And there are others.”

      “Others?” Erzur quirks a brow but I see the apprehension in her eyes.

      “Wraiths, gargoyles, and more like me and the Glutton—with affinities for aspects of mortality like knowledge or the mind.” Serus glances towards Sadal. “Anything dark Sadal could have imagined, he could have shaped.”

      Sadal grins. “And shape I did.”

      Silence falls, and I let their words sink in. My gaze drifts toward Verity. Of all of us, she seems the most frightened. That tells me the Ether is nothing to be trifled with. I feel the urge to pull her into my chest, to comfort her, and assure her that I can protect her. But it's not my place anymore, I tell myself over and over again. I look at the ring on her finger, sparkling in the torchlight. Gods, I wish I could call her mine again.

      I take her gently by the elbow, nothing more intimate than a guiding hand. Out of earshot of the group, I drop my voice to a whisper. "Are you alright?" It's a pointless question—none of us are truly alright.

      “You don’t know what it’s like down there.” She shivers.

      "I know," I murmur. She looks small, curled in on herself as if that will protect her from memories of the Ether. I have to stuff my hands into my pockets to stop myself from reaching for her. From offering her a comforting touch. "Are you certain of what you learned there?"

      Her eyes flash, a spark of fire and anger. “I’m sure. I trust the Glutton to be a man of his word—a businessman, almost. I gave him my knowledge in return for his.”

      My brows raise questioningly. “What did you give him?”

      She presses her index finger to my chest, to the scabs forming over the rune she carved into my flesh. “I gave him this.”

      “Sharing such knowledge,” I pause, mulling over her words. “Do you think that was wise?”

      “I didn’t share it.” She drops her hand. “He took it. I gave it all to him. That’s what the creatures do down there, Altair. They take. We have to be hard and cruel or we won’t survive down there.”

      “I know what you had to do to escape,” I say, my eyes hardening. She speaks as if I won’t be prepared to sacrifice. But I would give anything for her. “How often do I have to remind you that you are my everything?”

      “Never again. Because I can’t be any longer.” Her voice is soft, broken, but stubborn.

      Her words are like ice in my veins and I can hardly react after she speaks. She steps around me and heads back to the group, still discussing the coming journey. I turn, already knowing I’ll find her beside Thal. I can’t help the way my eyes narrow at the sight of him beside her. My nostrils flare and I know the other Fae can feel the lightning crackling between us. I expect my beastly, cursed form to make an appearance before I remember that Verity broke the curse last night. I couldn’t even feel a stirring of it within me, no longer heralded by my anger or the light of day.

      “Who will go?” Moritz asks, breaking the silence.

      “I will.” Verity is the first to speak. Our eyes meet for an instant and I feel my heart clench. “I have to.”

      “Me,” I say, moving to her side. My fingers brush over her lower back and I feel her muscles relax at the soft touch.

      Thal sighs, shaking his head. He eyes Verity playfully. "I guess I can add the Ether to my list of places I've traveled. I wonder how many women will be impressed by that."

      “If they believe you,” Erzur says coldly, but I see a hint of a smile on her lips. “You could use another warrior, since Verity is practically useless in a battle.”

      “I’m working on it,” Verity huffs, pursing her lips.

      “And you?” I ask, looking at Moritz.

      He shakes his head. “I don’t think it wise that three rulers leave our countries and people weak to our Fae enemies. I’ll stay and do what I can so no one will think anything is amiss. We don’t want word of this spreading.”

      I nod and clasp his hand. No words pass between us, but I know without a doubt that Moritz will do his best to ensure Alnembra’s success and safety. He was my father’s friend first, and when he was lost and buried at sea, only Moritz was more devastated than me. His cold eyes tell me all I need to know. When I release his hand, he sweeps out of the chamber.

      “Sadal,” I say, turning away from my old friend and towards an old enemy. “You’re coming with us.”

      “Oh, I was counting on it,” he purrs.

      The First Bloodbane and Cleo watch us gather together. The old witch smiles as if she knows something I don’t. “Good luck,” she says.

      “You aren’t coming?” Verity’s voice is filled with surprise, her eyes wide and panicked.

      “No, dear.” The old witch shakes her head. “My part in the story has been played, it is ended. I will return to my sisters in the wasteland to tell them what I know. If you do not return, we will do what we can to stop the Shades. To that end, we must prepare.”

      “And you’ll leave a complex spell in the hands of this girl?” Erzur waves a hand towards Verity.

      “As I said, my role is done,” the First Bloodbane says. She lays a hand on Cleo’s shoulder and Cleo doesn’t flinch, much to my surprise. “Cleo and I will go.”

      “Cleo?” Verity asks softly. My hand drifts towards her again, just a whisper of a touch. She’s stiff, awkward, and unsure.

      Cleo’s eyes, pale blue like Verity’s, lock onto Verity and I catch a hint of pain in them. But Cleo’s face is a mask of calm when she speaks. “I have no sisters in the mountains. I want to see what life is like in the wastelands.”

      “Good luck,” Erzur says, sniffing.

      Verity nods but doesn’t speak. I step forward, shielding her slightly with my frame, hoping it will bring her some comfort to be out of sight even just for a moment. “We wish you safe travels.”

      The old witch’s eyes twinkle. “And you, Fae King. You will need it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Verity

      The witch's cryptic words hang in the air like a death sentence. Altair is frozen by them, his hazel eyes, usually bright and wicked, are dull. I force myself to turn away from him, telling myself that what he says and how he feels are no longer any of my concern. But my heart hurts every time I think the words. My soul feels torn into pieces so small they could never be pieced together again.

      Swallowing hard and shoving my sorrow down, down, down, I move away from the others to prepare the portal. Serus follows me, his tail swishing languidly. I know he's keenly aware of my emotions, of my regrets and sorrows. He might be poking through my memories even now. The strange creature seems to enjoy studying my memories the way I would appreciate a fine meal.

      “It must be a large portal if we are to usher everyone through,” Serus says, echoing my thoughts.

      I pause a few yards from the group in an area clear of columns. “You wouldn’t happen to have a bit of chalk, would you?” I ask jokingly.

      “No.” His voice is dull.

      I loose a breath, trying to keep the atmosphere light despite the fear eating at me. I close my eyes for a brief moment, thinking to one of my last days in the human realm. I was shopping for a wedding dress with Tara. We had gone to many shops until I finally gave in to Henry’s request and went to a designer boutique. I found my wedding dress almost immediately, fell in love with its crisp fabric, soft lines, and princess-like volume. Tara and I had giggled like fools over the gown. And now look at me. Embroiled in a plot to save a world of Fae from creatures of shadow and death. I wonder for an instant if I’m trapped in a very vivid dream. But then Serus’ claws are in my calf and pain tingles in my nerves. “Are you paying attention?” He snaps. “Your blood.”

      I draw out the dagger I stabbed myself with earlier. The sight of it covered in dried, flaky blood makes my stomach churn—mainly because I know what I must do. I drop to my knees and take a deep breath before slipping the sharp blade over my forearm. Blood appears, welling out from between the severed skin and dripping down the curve of my arm. I drop the knife with a clatter and grit my teeth against the pain.

      “I can help.” I hear a voice say over my shoulder.

      I recognize the harsh, lilting voice of Cleo instantly and my back goes stiff. I lick my lips, dipping a finger into my own blood. “I can do it.”

      "Then perhaps I can distract you from the pain as you work," she says, conceding. I flick my gaze towards her, taking in the woman that looks so much like me but nothing like me at the same time. Her blood-red cloak pools around her as she kneels beside me. "Before I leave you, I thought you might have questions."

      Don’t make me responsible for this, I want to scream. But I shake my head, nerves jumbling and quaking. “No.”

      I can feel her eyes on me, intent and bright. At first, I think she’ll get up and retreat. Neither of us have been brave enough to acknowledge the elephant in the room. But she stays, chewing over her words while I draw a large circle on the sandy floor. “You’re not a very good liar,” she says coldly. “But I understand. However, I cannot leave without telling you the little I know.”

      My hand falters, making a dip in the otherwise perfect circle. I coat my finger in more blood to finish the rune while the silence drags on between us. “I erased your father’s name from my memory long ago. But he told me he was from a land made of ice and snow and clouds,” she says. I don’t pause in my spellcasting as I listen, fingers already trembling. “He stumbled into this realm one day and I found him. He was sick with fever from the crossing.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek and taste the coppery tang of blood. Asking questions feels wrong, as if it would shatter the tentative peace between us. Cleo clears her throat before continuing, “When you were conceived, Sadal discovered your father and me. We had made a home in the valleys, but it wasn’t long until Sadal found it despite my wards and spells. He killed your father while I escaped with you into the mortal realm to leave you with his kin.” Her eyes go hard, hiding the anguish within. “I never wanted you to fall into Sadal’s hands and I knew he would hunt in this realm for you relentlessly. I cast a spell on you to make you forget, to hide your Fae appearance under the guise of a normal human. And anyone who came into contact with you suffered the same effect of my magic. I had to protect you, and this was the only way I knew how.”

      I finish the spiral of the rune and press my hand over the cut in my arm, stopping the blood flow. The memories of my last, most recent family flicker into my mind. My mother and father, both kind and soft-spoken, practical people. They're my real family. I don't know what to say, so I say nothing at all, and the silence drags on.

      “I can show him to you,” Serus says suddenly. I snap my gaze towards him and mouth my displeasure, but he ignores me. He turns to Cleo. “Let me see your memories, and I will show your daughter her father.”

      Wordlessly, Cleo closes her eyes. Her brows pinch together in concentration and Serus sits in front of her as still as a statue. My heart pounds rapidly in my chest, anxiety rushing through my veins. But then, I'm swept away from the grand chamber in the base of the pyramid, to a low, lush valley. I blink in the sudden sunlight, tasting fresh air on my tongue. I stand on a patch of hardened dirt in a doorway. Ahead of me, I see a man. Tall, lean, with dirty blond hair, pulled into a knot on his head. He grins when he sees me, spreading his arms wide as if to welcome me into them. My heart throbs painfully and I feel tears prick at my eyes at the sight of the man I see myself in. Same hair, same jaw, same even smile.

      When I open my eyes again, my cheeks are wet with tears and Cleo is gone. Quickly, I wipe at my eyes, drying them. My breath is coming hard and fast, the way it does when I’m on the verge of deep, painful sobs. But then Serus’ paw brushes my knee and I feel a wave of calm. I toss him a grateful smile.

      “It’s ready,” I announce, rising to my feet. I turn to face the group. Cleo and the old witch have gone, slipping out of the pyramid as silently as the phantoms that haunt it.

      Altair claps Moritz on the back once before the cold, peculiar Fae retreats from the pyramid. The others gather around me, careful not to scuff the rune with their shoes. Thal holds Sadal tightly, only dragging his eyes away from the Dark God to meet mine. He dips his chin reassuringly, but he has no jovial smile or joke for me before we begin.

      “One foot on the rune, carefully,” I bark as Erzur puts her foot down clumsily. “When we arrive, you may throw up.”

      “Vomit?” Erzur asks, voice laced with disbelief.

      I don’t answer her as I close my eyes, mustering my magic. It slinks towards me like a fog, coiling itself in my body and then around my limbs. My skin tingles with it, almost as if it’s vibrating with power. “Lanuae praesens,” I murmur as Altair’s fingers lace through mine.

      To bring a group this size into the Ether, I need more than just my rune. I need a spell I learned from the Dark God himself. I hear him chuckle as the spell takes hold of us, locking us in its vice. Altair’s hand tightens around mine and then the world tips upside down.
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      Verity

      Erzur retches, doubled over on the inky ground of the Ether. Altair manages to swallow his nausea, but his skin is a sickly green color. I grimace, remembering too well my first experience with portal travel and the way the sudden influx of magic in my body made my stomach churn.

      “Shit,” Thal murmurs, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. His brows are furrowed with pain.

      “It will be better next time, on the way out,” I assure him.

      “Gods, I hope so,” he mutters, curling his lip at the vomit by his feet.

      “It’s so dark,” Altair whispers, turning in a slow circle.

      As always, the portal spits us out in the portion of the Ether filled with inky darkness. A light from above illuminates us and a small area around us. Shadows pulse and writhe against the light, trying desperately to reach us. Our voices echo loudly in the Ether, the only sounds breaking the ominous silence. I look down, hoping to see a lantern nearby. One rests at my feet, warm light glowing from behind the glass.

      “Your magic comes with such ease,” Sadal says. His chains rattle as he shifts. “I knew you would rival even the greatest of witches one day.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. Sadal claims my victories like they were his own, but this wasn’t my magic. The lantern springs from the Ether. “I didn’t do anything,” I say curtly.

      Sadal’s black eyes glimmer and he chuckles softly. “It’s so easy for you, you don’t even know you’re doing it. Remarkable.”

      I ignore him, wondering if he could be right, or if he’s simply trying to goad me into trusting him with his flattering words. Erzur has recovered now, and she glares at me pointedly—as if I’m at fault for her retching. I turn my back on her too and lift the lantern into the shadows. The light presses against the darkness, driving it away until it’s as if we’re standing in a fog. Thal and Altair stand on either side of me, staring into the abyss that is the First Stratum of the Ether.

      “Can we really trust Sadal to lead us?” I murmur quietly to the two Fae men.

      They exchange cold, calculating glances. “No, we can’t,” Altair says. “But we have no choice.”

      Sadal saunters towards us, his face lit with a sickly glow by my lantern. “Shall we?” He crows.

      He doesn’t wait for an answer before striding into the darkness fearlessly. I think of the demons lurking in it and shudder. Once, they were Sadal’s to control. Now, if they get the former Dark God in their sights, he'll be mauled in seconds. But Sadal has no fear, or perhaps the madness is merely driving it away. We follow him into the darkness, and I hurry to make sure he always stays within reach of my light. Thal's sword is in hand, gripped so tightly his knuckles are white. His green eyes never leave Sadal’s back and I know Thal will be the first to leap into the shadows if Sadal makes a run for it.

      Suddenly, Sadal stops short. He edges back towards us, to the safety of the group. Altair and Erzur have their swords drawn in an instant. They form a circle with their backs to Sadal, Serus, and me. I hoist my lamp higher, and close my eyes, trying to summon more light. But the shadows are stubborn, and they writhe against the soft light, trying to dim it. My stomach churns with fear. Something is out there. Something I’ve never encountered before.

      “A Shadow-Teaser,” Serus whispers, his voice echoing in the silence.

      “How do we kill it?” Altair asks, his deep voice low and quiet.

      “You don’t,” Serus explains. “A Shadow-Teaser has no physical form—no life. It’s an intelligence that lives in the shadows. Stay in the light and you won’t succumb to it.”

      “Then why is Sadal so frightened of it?” Erzur asks bitingly.

      Altair lowers his sword but doesn't sheath it. His hazel eyes rove over me as if ensuring my safety before he glances at Sadal’s cowering form. “Because he’s mad.”

      “The girl and her lantern go first,” Sadal says, nudging me forward.

      Altair’s hand is around Sadal’s neck in an instant, squeezing tightly. I don’t stop him as Sadal gasps helplessly. The chains on his wrists rattle as he tries to pry Altair off of him. Altair’s lip curls up into a look of disgust. “Coward.”

      “That’s enough,” I say, placing a hand on Altair’s forearm. The simple touch has both of us leaning into each other and he releases Sadal. My thumb strokes Altair’s arm before I withdraw my hand. “I’ll do it. As long as he directs me. And you stay close.”

      “Always,” Altair murmurs.

      Memories flood through me. Memories that I know Serus can see as his small claws prick my ankle; a painful reminder. I pick a single one of Altair; a quiet night when he fell asleep in one of the armchairs in my room and snored softly. I cling to it, and the light of my lamp glows brighter. I feel a small hint of satisfaction as my power now protects the people most important to me from harm.

      Sadal’s presence at my shoulder doesn’t dampen my mood. “Where did you live, when you resided in the Ether?” I ask, hoping that if he speaks his hot breath won’t keep wafting down my neck.

      “In the Third Stratum with a very wicked creature,” Sadal says. “But I made it a point to visit my little beasties in the dark here from time to time. I even spoke with little Serus here, though back then it didn’t have a name—just an unquenching thirst for the human mind.”

      My eyes cut towards the cat near my feet. His hackles are raised, ears flat against his head. I don’t press him for validation. Sadal has always liked to sow discord—he feeds off it. It’s how he got me to betray Altair in the beginning. I feel a pang of guilt at the thought but then gratitude as I realize that without him, I may not have ever accepted my feelings for the Fae King.

      “Tell me,” Erzur asks silkily. “Is this wicked creature the same one whose cage we are going to study?”

      “The very same,” Sadal says gleefully.

      “And what might it be?” Thal taps a fingernail against the blade of his sword, a stark reminder to Sadal that his very life hangs in Thal’s calloused hands.

      “Oh, it’s a surprise,” Sadal whispers conspiratorially.

      I slow as my light streams out over a stone pathway. It breaks through the monotony of the Ether’s slick, black floor. Slowly, the stone pathway becomes a well-trodden highway, crumbling in disrepair. Ahead of us, I see arches and grand columns stretch up into the shadows like tree trunks. My gut twists and I feel a stroke of fear down my spine. This isn’t right. Something about this is very, very wrong.

      “Is this the right way?” I ask, trying to hide the tremble of fear in my voice.

      “It is,” Sadal answers. I can feel his smugness in just the tone of his wicked voice.

      “What is this place?” Erzur asks, staring at the details on a column as we pass it. A bloody scene of carnage is carved into it, beasts and wolfhounds and demons decorate the surface.

      “One of the few highways in the Ether.” Sadal touches one of the stones reverently. “Unused now and haunted by all manner of dark creatures.”

      Thal shakes his head. “I hate this place.”

      “Quiet,” Altair barks, maneuvering closer to me. His presence feels like the warm glow of the sun on my back. “I hear something ahead.”

      “The River Mori,” Sadal says.

      I hear the sound of roaring water ahead and walk faster instinctively. It's been so long since I heard that familiar rushing sound or seen the silky surface of a river. It doesn't matter to me that the river is in the Ether, the closest place I'll ever be able to compare to a mortal version of Hell. Down here in the darkness, surrounded by prowling beasts, the river sounds like a respite. I keep the group moving quickly to keep up with me as an enormous arch materializes up ahead out of the darkness.

      At the peak of it, Sadal’s face has been carved, a long tongue curling from his parted lips. I shudder, suddenly wary of it. Even Sadal is hesitant. I pause in front of the arch, looking at the stone steps that lead upwards and across the bridge. Beneath it, vicious, black water broils, rushing at break-neck speed through a chasm. This is no river of my youth. I swallow hard, my hand searching for Altair’s out of habit. But it’s Thal who places a gentle hand on my lower back, a quiet reminder. I tear my hand back as Altair’s fingers brush over it.

      Altair hides the ache in his voice but it still hurts my heart. “What’s on the other side?”

      “The portal to the Second Stratum,” Sadal says quietly. “This path will take us through it quickly, away from the main passes that the Shades frequent.”

      “Why don’t you do the honors,” Altair suggests with a cruel tone.

      “It won’t matter who goes first. She’ll stop us all anyway,” Sadal says, pursing his lips.

      Erzur steps up, almond-shaped eyes narrowed with fear. “Who?”

      “Presium, the Devourer, the Collector.” Serus stares at the bridge. “She’s known by many names.”

      Sadal turns black eyes on us. “Are you prepared to pay the toll?”
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      Altair

      My eyes are locked on the nape of Verity's neck. Her head is turned away from me, eyes on the dread-inducing bridge in front of us. I study the porcelain curve of her neck and the sharp, staccato rhythm of her heart. She's frightened, though doing her best to hide it. Thal's hand is on the small of her back, a finger stroking circles over her flesh. I close my eyes, breathing deeply as emotions of jealousy, desire, fear, and duty rage through me.

      It's clear to me now, more apparent than it was in the thousands of years I've lived, that every action has a consequence. And each action and consequence branches off to a new path. I could have lived hundreds of different lives, different stories. And yet here I am, standing in front of a cursed bridge with the woman I love and a desperate need to save her and the world. I was born a Prince and became a King. I have fought countless wars and defeated a God. And yet, the impossibility of it all is hanging around my neck like a noose. You can’t do this, the scratchy rope says—you are nothing.

      I put a single boot on the first step, heart pounding. The noose laughs. An attempt at proving my courage, my worthiness; and nothing more. But nothing happens as I ascend the stairs and I feel a sharp wave of relief. Verity is on my heels, not willing to let me face the danger alone. My heart tugs towards her, an invisible chain linking us together for eternity. Behind her, the others follow until we all stand directly beneath the arch, staring at the long stretch of stone that spans the River Mori. Silence swirls around us, as oppressive as the darkness of the Ether.

      Suddenly, the bridge trembles, as if rocked by a quake of the earth. I reach for the arch to steady myself. Verity tumbles against me, almost losing her grip on the magical lantern that gives us some semblance of safety here. I hold her, keeping her upright as the bridge sways back and forth. Fear courses through my veins, and I tug her against my chest. I'm certain the bridge will snap in two with the force of the shaking. I angle my body in such a way that I could push Verity back onto solid ground should the bridge collapse.

      But the trembling stops as quickly as it came, and the roar of the river fills my ears. Verity pushes away reluctantly, letting her fingers trail down my chest. Resisting the urge to pull her back into me is excruciating. Her blue eyes meet mine for an instant before she puts a safe, discreet distance between us again.

      "Are there visitors on my bridge?" A raspy voice echoes towards us. It's soft but strong enough to overcome the force of the river.

      I scan the bridge for any sign of the speaker. Fear shoots through me like a lightning bolt as a massive, wrinkled hand, grips the side of the bridge. The stone cracks and crumbles under the weight of it, but the bridge holds steady. A second hand slaps down on the other side of the bridge. I can see veins of darkness spider beneath the wrinkled, papery skin. The nails are yellowed with age and cracked, crusted beneath with dirt or worse.

      I raise my sword as Thal and Erzur do the same, always the ready warriors. A head appears, rising slowly over the walls of the bridge. It’s enormous, fit to match the two hands. The scalp is balding, stringy remnants of gray hair clinging desperately to the pocked skin. Gray, unseeing eyes are locked on my group. Cracked lips part to speak.

      “There are visitors on my bridge,” the creature says, answering its own question.

      It looms over us and could easily snatch us all up in one hand. I step forward, hand wrapped tightly around my sword. "We would cross your bridge," I roar, putting all my strength behind my voice.

      “Visitors must pay the toll,” the creature rasps. I feel it’s gaze pierce deep into my soul. “You have many precious things indeed, Fae King.”

      “We brought no money,” I say.

      “Value does not always mean money,” the creature snaps. “But you have precious things.”

      I run my tongue over my teeth, frustration prickling in my gut. “What do you want?”

      “Your most precious memory,” the creatures says, smiling. “Then I will allow all to pass.”

      “Just a memory?” I cock a brow. It seems too simple.

      “All of it.” The creature leers down at us, its greasy hair swinging from side to side. “It will be mine and no longer yours; I don’t share.”

      “Ask for another price,” Serus hisses.

      I turn back to the creature that guards the bridge. “What else could we offer you?”

      The creatures lurches closer, bringing its maw only a few feet from me. I can smell its charred breath and see its yellowed teeth. I don’t flinch even though my stomach churns. “No other price, fool,” it snaps. “My offer is final.”

      “Give us a moment,” I say quietly as the creature pulls away.

      I turn to the group somberly. Verity is pale, lips pinched. Erzur’s jaw is locked tight and her steely eyes are trained furiously on the creature. “I’ll do it,” I murmur. “I should be the one to do it.”

      “Yes, good.” Sadal nods.

      “Oh, shut up,” Thal snarls, glowering at the Dark God. He looks at me, growing serious again. He may not know my most precious memory, but he knows its subject. And he knows she will be taken from my mind for the rest of my life. “Let me.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “Don’t be stupid, Thal. This is for the best.”

      “Hold on,” Verity interrupts as Thal opens his mouth to argue again. “Let me pay the toll.”

      My lips pull back into a tired smile. “Out of the question Verity.”

      “Why?” She crosses her arms stubbornly.

      I stroke her cheek, unable to help myself, knowing that soon I won’t remember such a moment ever again. “Because it would kill me to know you lost something so precious. Let me do it, darling.”

      Her eyes close as she leans into my touch. “It would do the same for me.”

      “Then let me be selfish,” I say.

      Verity’s brows knit together and she grimaces. “I don’t want to.”

      Thal puts a hand on Verity’s shoulder. “You two are making me nauseous,” he sighs theatrically but I see the pain in his eyes. “I won’t let either of you forget, and then you can end this heart-wrenching display of emotion.”

      “Thal,” I say warningly.

      He cuts me off, dragging me away from the others. His green eyes are fierce, pained, but determined. “Listen, Altair, as much as I want to break open your skull for the pain you’ve caused Verity, I can’t let you forget the only woman you’ve ever loved. You’re a selfish bastard, don’t stop now on my account.”

      “It’s better this way,” I murmur. “If I forget her, my covenant to Erzur will no longer cause either of us pain.”

      “It won’t cause you pain.” He stabs a finger into my chest.

      “Then I’m still being selfish.” I give him a tired grin.

      Thal straightens, looking defeated. “Then make your goodbyes.”

      I turn back to Verity and dive deep into her pale blue eyes. Her tongue runs over her lips, anxiously as our eyes meet. Thal is right, in my long, selfish life, Verity is the only person besides Navi and Thal I ever truly cared for after my parents died. Without her, I don't know who I would be. It's been less than a year since we've known each other, and yet I'm already twice the man I was before. I wonder vaguely if I'll go back to who I used to be once I no longer remember her sharp words or sweet laughter.

      Erzur gives us this moment. Deep in her black heart, she knows what honor is. I pull Verity into my chest and press my lips against hers. She clings to me, and I feel every beat of her heart in tandem with mine. My hands cup the sides of her face, and I nibble playfully on her bottom lip. She laughs softly but my cheek grows wet with her tears.

      “Goodbye,” I whisper against Verity’s lips, so softly only she can hear. “When it’s over, introduce yourself to me again. I don’t want to live without at least knowing your name.”

      “I will,” she murmurs, wrapping her arms around me tightly.

      Erzur’s voice cuts through the moment. “What is he doing?”

      I pull away from Verity in time to see Thal step up to the creature. He faces off against it stubbornly and sheathes his sword. “I am ready to pay the toll.”

      “Thal,” I shout, voice catching in my throat. I lunge for him, panic welling in my gut.

      “Excellent,” the creature purrs.

      As I reach him, Thal disappears in a swirl of shadows. The creature wraps him in its enormous hand and drags him below the surface of the river. “Thal!” Verity screams next to me.

      She rushes to the wall, stretching out over the boiling water. I hear her heart beating wildly, filled with a fear that is only matched by my own. My eyes rove over the river, searching for any sign of him. I whirl on Serus, eyes flaring with anger. “You never said it would kill him,” I growl.

      “You never asked, and I didn’t know,” Serus snaps, hackles raised.

      “I swear on all the gods, if he dies, I will flay you,” I roar, sword in hand.

      Suddenly, black water sprays over us as the creatures reemerge. It opens its grotesque hand, and Thal tumbles out of its palm and onto the hard stone. I rush to his side and check for a pulse. Water seeps from his drenched body onto the stones, wetting my knees. His pulse is faint but growing stronger. A wave of relief crashes into me like a summer storm and I choke back a cry.

      “The toll has been paid, his memories of the girl are most delightful,” the creature says, almost purring. “You may cross the bridge.”

      “Damn you,” I hiss, staring into its vacant eyes.

      The creature sinks back into the churning water without a word. I turn back to Thal as he stirs. He spits up water, coughing violently. “Gods, my head aches,” he groans.

      I help him up into a sitting position as the others crowd around us. Verity’s hands twist anxiously. “You’re alright,” I murmur. “Can you walk?”

      “Yeah.” Thal nods, holding a palm to his temple. I help him to his feet slowly, careful not to jostle him too much. His sword landed beside him when he fell, and Verity stoops to pick it up. She holds it out to him, biting down on her bottom lip. Thal studies her. “Who are you?”

      My heart drops like a stone in my chest, and I feel a wave of nausea. It was her. It was her and he gave her up for me. Just like that. Verity's eyes go wide and she inhales sharply. Solemn silence hangs over us like a heavy fog, even Sadal is quiet. My heart clenches painfully in my chest as Thal looks Verity over casually, the way he did when he first met her so many months ago.

      “Are you mute?” He jokes.

      “I’m Verity,” she murmurs quietly, disbelievingly. Her eyes dart towards me, filled with guilt, and then back to Thal. “A friend.”

      "Verity," Thal says her name like he's tasting it. "What's a girl like you doing in the Ether on a dangerous quest like this one?"

      “Do you remember why we’re here?” I ask, tentatively testing just how far the creature ate at his memories.

      Thal’s face tightens. “We’re going to stop the Shades.”

      “Who is?” Erzur asks.

      Thal tosses her an irritated glare. “We are, I just said.”

      “We need to get off the bridge,” Serus says from at our feet. “Before Presium returns.”

      I urge Thal forward, but he regains his strength quickly. He elbows me as we fall behind Verity and the others. “What are we doing with a Bloodbane witch?”

      My eyes rove over Verity's blood-red cloak. "She's helping us against the Shades."

      “Bloodbanes are not to be trusted, Altair, you know this,” Thal chides me.

      “I’ll explain later,” I murmur.

      We fall into silence, draped in the dim glow of Verity’s light. I glance over my shoulder only once to see the creature, Presium, watching us from afar. Anger and guilt plague me stronger than ever. My cousin hardly spares a glance for Verity beyond the occasional distrustful stare. I see Verity wipe at her cheek more than once as she leads us across the bridge and into the Second Stratum.
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      Verity

      At the end of the bridge, another arch looms. I pass beneath it, grateful to descend the steps leading to solid ground. The darkness beyond the arch is absolute, even the light of my lamp won’t pierce it. I run my tongue over my lips fearfully. The group huddles around me, silent as we stare against the impossible wall of shadows.

      “I’ll go first,” I say softly, knuckles white as I tighten my grip on the lantern.

      “Don’t leave us in the dark,” Sadal whines.

      I cast an irate glance towards the Dark God. He was once so fearless, but now I know that it had nothing to do with his character and everything to do with the power he’s lost. I pass the lantern to Altair, knowing he’ll want to be the last through to ensure we all make it. He accepts it with a nod of encouragement. Our eyes meet, and I know he sees my pain.

      Serus leaps onto my shoulder so we can make the passage together. He’s a comfortable weight and a whisper of warmth in this cold realm. Taking a deep breath, I step into the darkness. It wraps around me like a lover’s embrace, trailing over every inch of me. My head spins in directionless circles as I fall deeper into the darkness. Serus’ claws pierce through my cloak and tunic into my skin as he holds on. Suddenly, the darkness spits us out onto dirt and long grass. I land heavily on my chest, face planting. My fingers curl into the dirt, warm from the rays of the sun overhead.

      The Second Stratum.

      I hear a hiss like the sound of boiling water behind me and turn in time to see Thal emerge from the darkness. He stumbles but catches himself before falling. His green eyes rake over me and I spot a hint of suspicion in his gaze. The last time he looked at me before he gave up his memories, his eyes were filled with a gentle longing. A lump rises in my throat, painful and hard. I scramble to my feet and brush off my leather trousers.

      Thal’s hand strays to the sword at his hip and he studies our surroundings with a sharp gaze as the others emerge. Erzur and Sadal make the crossing together, Erzur’s hand wrapped tightly around his arm. I look at her appraisingly. The woman drives me mad with her arrogance and her territorial claims of Altair, but she’s not completely stupid. She knows well enough not to trust Sadal. She frowns at me, but it doesn’t diminish her beauty.

      Altair is next, striding out of the shadows with ease.  A tightness I hadn't noticed in my chest eases at the sight of him. The darkness drips off of him as he clears the portal. He takes us all in, accounting for each one of us.

      “This,” he murmurs, pausing, “Is not what I expected.”

      “The Second Stratum is by far the most pleasant,” Serus agrees. “It’s why the Shades settled here—it reminds them of what they desire so much in the world above.”

      Sunlight, fresh air, soft grass, rolling hills and looming mountains. Bodies. They want everything we have now and won’t stop until they get it. I look at Sadal curiously, at his pursed lips. There was once a point when he sought to raze the ground and kill everything that walked across the continent. Which would have left nothing for the Shades. His black eyes flick towards me, vicious and intense. I don’t look away.

      “Something you want to say, oh lover of mine?” Sadal purrs.

      I narrow my eyes. “I’m trying to decide how evil you truly are.”

      “There are all sorts of evil in this world, Verity.” Sadal grows serious. “Not everything is clear on the surface—you don’t know how deep the water goes.”

      “Lover?” Thal cocks a brow.

      “Ignore him,” Altair growls, shoving past the Dark God. “He’s nothing more than a broken trickster.”

      Sadal laughs. His chains jostle as he shrugs. Erzur shifts restlessly. “Can we move along? I don’t want to be in the Ether longer than I have to.”

      Sadal saunters to the front of the group, followed closely by Altair and Erzur. Sadal leads us through the long grass into a thin forest. My eyes rove over the forest, darting between trees in case I see any signs of the Shades. But the forest is empty, silent. There aren’t even any birds flitting from tree to tree. My stomach churns with anxiety and I reach for the dagger at my hip. This place doesn’t feel right. But then again, nothing in the Ether feels right.

      Suddenly, a hand clamps down on my wrist and I inhale sharply. I whirl towards my attacker, bringing my leg around to catch their knees. They sidestep swiftly, but the hand tightens on my wrist and I feel a flash of pain. Thal squeezes tighter and I bite back a whimper. He studies me. "That was an interesting move," he murmurs.

      It was a maneuver Thal taught me when we rode with the soldiers, hunting for stray demons. “I had an excellent teacher,” I say through gritted teeth. “Can I have my arm back?”

      “Sorry.” He drops me like a hot poker, pursing his lips. “I’m still distrustful of the Bloodbane.”

      I open my mouth to deny that I’m a Bloodbane—an old habit—but I stop myself. I am a Bloodbane. I was born a witch and have a knack for ancient magic. There’s no use denying it anymore. “You have nothing to fear from me,” I say, lacing my voice with sincerity. “I don’t mean anyone here harm, except perhaps Sadal.”

      Thal’s lips quirk into a roguish smile. “Seems we have at least one thing in common.”

      “Verity?” Altair calls to me. I glance at him, concern twisting his handsome features. The group has stopped, waiting for us to catch up. “Are you alright?”

      “It seems you have my cousin wrapped around your little finger,” Thal muses.

      I lift a hand towards Altair. “I’m fine.”

      Thal and I rejoin the group as the sky glows orange. The clouds above are a deep purple. “We should make camp for the night,” Sadal says, glancing at the sky.

      Erzur’s brows raise.  “I didn’t know time passed in the Ether.”

      “It gives the illusion of passing,” Sadal explains. “But it’s not safe to travel at night.”

      I think of the Shades' gnashing teeth and too-wide mouths and shudder. We stop in a small clearing, trees on all sides. I want to build a fire to keep the darkness at bay, but I know any kind of light would attract the Shades and other wicked creatures towards us. I can't even light a match tonight. My stomach churns as we set up camp. It's just a jumble of sleeping mats laid close together and a series of tripwires to sound an alarm and wake us if anything approaches. Serus paces beside me, feeding off the nervous energy and thoughts of the group.

      “How are you doing?” Altair asks, joining me on my sleeping mat.

      I scoot over, making room for him to sit. We sit shoulder to shoulder and it feels like my skin is on fire. “I’m nervous,” I say.

      He nods. “This certainly isn’t an afternoon reading in the gardens, is it?”

      “God, I miss that,” I sigh.

      “Me too.” Altair’s eyes study my face, taking in the blood-shot eyes and swollen eyelids. “You’ve been crying.”

      “I haven’t found much time to cry lately.” I force a smile.

      Altair’s hand strays to my knee and I bite my lip to keep myself from leaning into him. “I know you’ll miss Thal. You two grew very close—close enough to make me jealous.” He flashes a sad, guilty smile. “He isn’t in any pain though. He doesn’t even know what he’s missing.”

      “That’s part of what makes it so hard,” I whisper. “He doesn’t even know that he’s forgotten me.”

      “Oh, but I do.”

      I turn to see Thal looming over us, his hand resting casually on his sword. He’s just a shadow against the night sky. “Thal,” Altair says. “You’re meant to be keeping watch.”

      “Your voices carry,” he says simply. His eyes glimmer in the darkness as he stares at me. “I don’t remember you Verity Chastain, but I don’t want that to bring you any pain. My cousin trusts you, and so shall I.”

      Thal turns away, returning to his post on the fringe of the clearing before I can ask him how he knows my last name. Altair squeezes my knee, caressing the inside of my thigh with his thumb. "See?" He brushes the hair away from my cheeks, letting his fingers trail down my neck. "It will be alright."

      I give in and lean into his hard, muscular body. Erzur is looking the other way, keeping an eye out for dangers. For a single moment, it is just Altair and I. He brushes his lips over my ear, holding me close until the pain in my chest has eased somewhat. “I just want to go back to the beginning,” I whisper, breathing in his scent. He smells like pine and fresh snow.

      “We have to keep moving forward.” His fingers play over my back in a soothing rhythm. “One foot in front of the other until we can go no further.”

      “What if this is my limit?” Exhaustion weighs on me, mingled with feelings of guilt and shame. If I had simply left and stayed in the mortal realm when Altair gave me that chance—perhaps none of this would have happened. And Altair would be dead.

      “Listen to me, Verity,” Altair murmurs. “Haven’t you survived worse than this? And yet you’re still here. Because you’re a fighter. For all your bookish tendencies and your lack of fighting skills, you are a warrior.”

      My lips quirk into a tired smile at his light teasing. “And what about you? Where is your limit?”

      “Past yours,” he says simply. I scoff, elbowing him in the ribs as he chuckles. “I only mean that I will never stop fighting unless I lose you, Verity.”

      "Oh." Warmth blooms in my chest, but it melts into sorrow almost immediately. "Don't say that."

      He kisses my temple once, twice. “Get some sleep, you’re exhausted.”

      He’s right. The strain of the magic I performed these last two days has caught up with me. My eyelids are heavy as he eases me down onto the mat and then tucks a blanket around me. I’m surprised by his tenderness, but shocked that I never noticed it before Sadal abducted me from the palace. Back then, Altair was a brute; vicious and cruel and arrogant. I laugh softly to myself, letting my eyes slip closed. Back then, I was naïve and ignorant and foolish. But I was happy.

      Now, I'm not sure I'll ever be happy again. The darkness seems intent on taking everything from me.
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      Altair

      Dawn oozes over the horizon, though there is no sun to see. Pink and purple light coats the clouds and soon the others are stirring. I stretch, hand on my sword, and watch Verity roll up onto her knees from sleep. Her hair is mussed, tangled in the braid she slept in. My heart wrenches painfully in my chest. Our lives have become nothing more than a tangled web of darkness, magic, and survival. I wish Verity had a different future.

      "Anything interesting on the watch?" Thal asks, joining me as the others break camp.

      “No, it was quiet,” I say, sheathing my sword. I don’t mention that it was so quiet I could hardly breathe for all the oppressive silence.

      “We’re almost to the portal, we’ll make it by nightfall,” Sadal calls from across the clearing.

      I wave a hand at him to silence him. Voices carry in these woods. Thal and I walk a step behind Sadal as he leads us out of the clearing. We hike uphill for a time until the light from the missing sun is truly bearing down on us. I glance over my shoulder towards Verity. She pants, scrunching her face up in concentration as she climbs. A smile pulls at my lips. She works hard to keep up with the rest of us. Despite her Fae heritage, her full abilities aren’t unlocked yet—I’m not sure if they ever will be. But before Thal lost his memory, he told me she once moved as quickly as he can while fighting a demon. The thought gave me hope. It still does.

      Slowly, the climb grows steeper, and the trees thin out. I hoist myself up over a small ledge, slinging a leg over the stone easily. When I lift my eyes away from the ground, I inhale sharply. Without even noticing, we've ascended to the peak of a mountain. To the right, I see a valley in the distance, just past a smaller mountain range. The valley is lush and green, covered in trees. The mountains are craggy, sharp slopes of stone and gravel dotted with shrubbery. To the left, The hills go on, forever it seems.

      “It’s a sight, isn’t it?” Sadal says. He stands, hands on his hips, oozing pride. As if he built this place.

      "It's too bad you couldn't keep it from the Shades," I smirk. "How must it feel to be the master of all this and be weaker than your subjects? Who's the true master?"

      Sadal’s lips twist into a scowl at my words but I turn away before he has a chance to retort. Erzur sweeps a stray lock of her spiraled hair from her face. “Where is this portal?”

      “At the bottom of the mountain, at the entrance to a pass,” Sadal says.

      Erzur sighs dramatically. “We climbed all the way up here just to climb back down?” She cracks her knuckles.

      “Going around puts us directly in Shade territory,” Sadal snaps. “You Fae—show some damn gratitude.”

      “When you get us where we need to go, you’ll get the gratitude you so crave.” Thal grins.

      Verity peers over the edge, her eyes trailing over the sharp decline. “We’re going down that?”

      “Through it.” Sadal grins. I furrow my brows at him, waiting for him to elaborate, but he simply smiles. “Follow me.”

      Sadal slips down the slope, scattering loose rocks and dirt down the mountainside. He skids for a few feet before dropping onto a flattened plateau. Thal and I exchange a glance, one brow raised. He eases down the slope, leaping onto the platform just as Sadal steps out of the way. I go last, making sure the others are down safely. By this time, much of the soil and gravel have been forced away, leaving sheer, sharp rock for me to slide over. It snags against my leather armor and I feel the stones pressure against my muscles. I wince. Some of that might bruise.

      Sadal waits until I’ve dusted my armor off before he steps smoothly to the side, revealing a gaping hole in the mountainside. “There are a series of tunnels leading to the bottom of the mountain. This is how we’ll descend.”

      I stare into the darkness as a cold wind sweeps out of the bowels of the mountain. “What’s in the tunnels?” I ask warily.

      “They were mines.” Sadal shrugs. “I had some of my little creatures dig the tunnels and mine the obsidian within, but the tunnels dried up ages ago.”

      “We should take the safest route,” Verity says quietly. I hear her heart beating quickly and I know she’s frightened of the mines.

      "These are safe and quick." Sadal glances over his shoulder to the entrance of the mine. "They've been empty for years."

      “And your little creatures?” I ask, piercing him with a glare. “It’s empty of them as well?”

      Sadal purses his lips. “No, but they prefer the bowels of the mountain. If we stay on the outlying tunnels, we’ll be fine. They won’t obey me anymore, so I have just as much reason to be stealthy as you.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “One wrong move, Sadal.”

      “I know.” He waves a hand. “And you’ll gut me. As if I’m not looking forward to it.”

      We stare into the abyss, listening to the wind howling through the tunnels, blasting cold air into our faces. Taking a deep breath, I shoulder into the darkness, sword gripped in hand. I hear the other following me. Verity's footsteps scuff over the floor, while the Fae pace silently. The tunnel walls are roughly carved stone, barely high enough for me to walk without stooping. The tunnel curves imperceptibly, so slowly and gradually that I don't notice until the daylight at the entrance winks away. I stop, suddenly in complete darkness. Slowly, my Fae eyes adjust to the dark, and I press on.

      “I can’t see,” I hear Verity whisper fearfully.

      “Mortals,” Erzur sighs.

      “Hold on to me.” Thal’s voice echoes towards me and I hear the soft whisper of flesh over flesh as Verity takes his hand.

      Jealousy blooms in my chest, but I press it down, intent on focusing on something other than myself. It means nothing. I should be grateful he's keeping an eye out for her. I press forward again, peering around corners before moving on. The tunnel splits apart into two paths. I lean into one, sniffing, and recoil as the stench of rotting meat assails my nose.

      “Shit,” I hiss, covering my face with a sleeve.

      “You’re not far off,” Erzur says, sniffing. She curls her lip in disgust.

      I turn to Sadal. “Which way?”

      He looks between the two tunnels before finally pointing to the one on the left; the one that doesn’t stink like rot and death. “I think it’s this way.”

      “You think?” I snap.

      “It’s been hundreds of years since I was last here,” Sadal whispers defensively. “So, yes, I think.”

      “Damn you,” I mutter, ducking into the new tunnel.

      The air in this tunnel smells dank and old. I follow Sadal's quiet directions as we wander through the mines. From time to time, we pass discarded pickaxes or wagons still filled with obsidian—now covered in a layer of dust. Bones litter the ground in some of the tunnels, and I make out teeth marks on them. A shiver of warning trails up and down my spine in tunnels like that. The feasters can't be far off.

      Suddenly, I hear chittering echo towards us and I freeze. In the middle of choosing between three routes, we’re trapped dead center. I spin slowly, trying to make out where the noise is coming from, but in these tunnels, the sound comes from everywhere. Our fear is palpable, dangerous, and will only draw attention to us. I take a deep breath, leaning into each tunnel to get a better gauge on the chittering.

      “It’s coming from behind us,” Verity whispers, pressing into my side.

      I glance over my shoulder, listening to the tunnel we just came from. Scratches against stone join the strange noise. It’s coming closer. “Go, go,” I hiss, urging the group in the tunnel to the left. It smells fresher.

      “Are you sure?” Erzur asks, hesitating.

      Sadal shrugs. “I’m not sure of anything.”

      More voices join the first, and I know the creature is not alone. We duck into the tunnels and I linger in the back, facing the way we came. Three creatures burst out of that tunnel, sniffing and licking the air. Their backs are curved and bent, spines almost piercing through their papery skin. They open their mouths, revealing stubby, razor-sharp teeth. I hold my breath, inching backward as the rest of my group disappears around the corner. These things are following us, searching for us. They chitter, communicating until one of them crawls forward on all fours. It hovers at the entrance to this tunnel, tongue flicking out from its lipless mouth. Whatever it is, it appears to be blind. Another creature barks, snapping its teeth with a deadly sound. Slowly, they slink into another tunnel, disappearing from view.

      Still not daring to breathe, I turn and run as noiselessly as possible to meet my group. They’re waiting around the corner, swords raised. Sadal leans forward, his chains clinking softly. “What did you think of my little pets? I designed them myself. It took thousands of years of breeding.”

      “Quiet,” I snap. “They’re looking for us. We need to move quickly. Sadal, are we almost out?”

      “Oh, yes, it shouldn’t be long now.” Sadal nods. His shoulders sag. “What I wouldn’t give to see one of my sweet, little miners again.”

      “I don’t like this,” Verity murmurs, wrapping her arms around herself. She glances around, eyes wide and pupils dilated in the dark. “Something is wrong.”

      Erzur slips past her, running a hand along Verity’s arm as if to frighten her. “Are you a seer? Or just a coward?”

      “I prefer realist,” Verity says stubbornly.

      “Let’s keep moving,” I say, interrupting before the two can bicker anymore.

      The hairs on the back of my neck are raised and I feel tingling along my spine. Verity is right, something here is wrong. Horribly, dangerously wrong. We get through two more tunnels and the air begins to warm just as I realize the danger. Sadal throws his chains against the stone wall, and the sound bounces through the tunnels like an alarm. I spin, brows raised and mouth gaping as he hammers away at the wall. He cackles gleefully, lips split into a wide grin.

      “I want to see my pets,” he sings.

      Thal tackles him, driving him to the rough ground. They wrestle, grunting as Thal tries to get an advantage over the wiry Dark God. "Shut up," Thal hisses, clamping a hand over Sadal's mouth. He hisses and pulls his hand away, the palm coated in blood.

      Sadal laughs, blood staining his teeth. “Come, my little miners!”

      “What is that?” Erzur is at my side, her eyes wide and focused on a tunnel branching off into the bowels of the mountain.

      Thal and Sadal quiet, hardly breathing, as we strain to listen. And then I hear it. The sound of many feet scraping over the stone floors, claws grating. Chittering echoes towards us, hundreds of voices. Thal is on his feet, dragging a squirming Sadal with him. We back away, hearts pounding.

      “Go,” I whisper. I whirl on everyone, eyes wide. “Run.”

      We sprint towards the light at the end of the tunnel, towards the warm air filtering towards us. I hear the first creature launch itself from the tunnel, slamming into the wall opposite. It recovers quickly, scrabbling to get a grip on the stone floor. More pour out of the gaping hole, and the creatures pile on top of one another in their efforts to chase us. They hiss and bark, clicking their strange teeth together as they run. There's too many to fight, we have no choice but to run to the other portal and hope the creatures won't follow us.

      “Hello, little beasties!” Sadal crows from the front. “I missed you!”

      The creatures are gaining. I can feel their hot breath on the back of my neck. Suddenly, I hear a sharp cry of pain and fear. I glance back, sweat glistening on my brow. Erzur is on her knees, her elbows gashed and bloody where she fell. I skid to a halt and time slows. If Erzur fell here, I would have no obligation to her. I could have everything I want; her sun soldiers, Alnembra, and Verity. I run my tongue over my lips and meet Erzur’s dark eyes. She lifts a hand, reaching for me.

      Suddenly, I see a flash of red streak past me. Verity sprints towards Erzur, moving as swiftly as a Fae. She reaches for the ebony-skinned woman, but the creatures fall on them both. Her scream wrenches me to my senses. My blood runs cold with fear as Verity and Erzur disappear beneath the horde of monsters. They trample the two women, trying to close in on me.

      “Verity!” I roar, starting towards her.

      A hand wraps around my bicep, tugging me backward. "We have to go," Thal grinds out, dragging me away from the woman I love.

      “Let go, she needs help,” I snarl, twisting in his grip.

      Thal pulls harder, tearing me away from the oncoming horde and towards the light. “You can’t help them now,” he grunts. “Come on!”

      My lips part in a silent cry of pain and fear as I catch a glimpse of Verity’s red cloak through the mass of creatures. I pivot and follow Thal out of the cave. My chest is aching, blood frozen and roaring. I left her. We burst into the sunlight and the creatures hiss, shrinking back into the darkness. They turn, disappearing back into the tunnel as if the two women are prize enough. I bend at the waist, hands on my knees, and stare at a tuft of grass. I left her.
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      Verity

      I bite my tongue to hold back my screams as the strange creatures hoist me onto their shoulders. The bones of their spines dig into my body, and I force myself to look away from their leathery, almost translucent skin. They chitter back and forth, snapping their teeth together for emphasis. My mind is reeling as the creatures crawl deeper into the tunnels. The light from the exit disappears, leaving me in complete darkness. I widen my eyes, straining to see, but can only make out shapes and shadows in the darkness.

      “You fool,” Erzur hisses from beside me. A different set of creatures carries her. “Why did you come back for me? You’re the entire reason we came to this gods-forsaken realm in the first place. And you could have had Altair all to yourself. Stupid girl.”

      I open my mouth to retort when one of the creatures growls. I hear a loud, smacking sound and Erzur hisses in pain. The creatures grind their teeth together as if to warn us not to speak anymore. I bite down hard on my tongue again, trying not to remember their skin on mine. It's too soft, too dry, and too flexible. I shudder, Erzur's words echo in my mind. She's right. It would have been wiser to keep running, to follow the cackling Sadal out of the mountain. But the thought of leaving Erzur behind overwhelmed me with guilt. No matter how much a dislike the woman. I couldn't live with myself.

      So I ran.

      Suddenly, Erzur grunts and the creatures carrying her wail in pain. I turn towards her, watching as shapes in the darkness dart back and forth. I can hear her struggling, hear her fighting tooth and nail to get away from the creatures. They hiss and growl in protest. And then I hear Erzur scream. I hear her body crumple to the ground. I hear limbs and fists pummel down on her. She gasps, wheezing, and I smell the sharp tang of blood. But the creatures keep striking, beating her until I can hardly hear the sound of her wet breathing.

      “Erzur?” I ask, voice warbling.

      The creatures carrying me lumber forwards again, and I listen as the others collect Erzur from the ground. They drag her behind us, and she hisses in pain each time they pull her over a stone or into the wall. I wonder if they're doing it for fun. My heart beats wildly, fear coursing through me more powerfully than adrenaline. The tunnel grows cold, and the creatures halt. I cover my nose with the cloak as the stench of rotting corpses reaches me. I gasp, crying out when the creatures toss me to the ground.

      I curl into the fetal position and listen as they drag Erzur' beside me. She grunts and I hear brief wrestling. Suddenly, cold, clammy hands are on me, roving over my body. I scream and lash out but fall silent as a clawed hand strikes me. My cheek stings and I feel hot blood drip down it. I go still, letting the creatures bind my ankles and wrists. They slink away when they're done, their strange noises fading the further they travel into the tunnels.

      I wait a few minutes, gauging the silence. “Erzur?” I whisper.

      The warrior-queen rustles beside me. “What?” She asks, her voice wet and thick from the blood.

      “Are you okay?” I roll over, scooting my body like a worm in an attempt to face her.

      “Been worse,” Erzur sighs. I feel her eyes on me. “You should see the creatures. I ran them through like stuck pigs.”

      A smile quirks at my lips despite the gruesome imagery. “I’m going to get us out of here.”

      “How?” Erzur scoffs. She spits. “Leave me be. Take Altair for yourself—if you make it out.”

      “Are you always so obstinate?” I hiss, rolling my wrists as I try to work at the bonds. “Can you just shut up and say thanks once in a while?”

      Erzur swallows thickly, musing. “No.”

      I close my eyes as she falls silent. I listen to her labored breathing. If I can't get her out of here, she'll die from the beating she took—if the creatures don't eat us first. My throat goes dry at the thought. The creatures tied a rope around my ankles and wrists. The knots are tight and complicated. I hiss, trying to tug a hand free. But the cords don't budge, and all I get is pain. I take a deep breath. I mustn't panic. Panicking would doom both me and Erzur.

      I burrow deep inside myself, searching for the depths of my magic. I find it and coax it from the darkness into the light, where I can manipulate it. Slowly, my magic responds until I feel it like a vibration in the air and a tingling in my fingertips. Clumsily, and awkwardly, I draw a rune on the stone, hoping the rune will work even if it isn’t visible. I think of Cleo and her lesson on runes. Feel it, she told me, let your fingers drift the way the magic wants.

      When I complete the symbol, I feel heat flush through the air for an instant. The bones on my wrists slip away, loosening enough for me to pull my hands free. I sit up quickly and untie the knots at my ankles. Adrenaline flushes through my system, mingling with the fear to create an intense urge to run. I feel like I have boundless energy like I could run entire marathons trying to escape these creatures and my death. I crouch over Erzur and fumble with her bonds. She groans as if waking from sleep.

      “What are you doing?” She moans.

      I untie her, tossing the ropes aside. “Getting us out of here. Can you stand?” Blindly, I search for her shoulders. She hisses when I run my hands over her breasts, but I ignore her. I hoist her to her feet and she sways, knees buckling. “No,” I snap, mostly to myself.

      “You’re going to carry me out of here?” Erzur laughs bleakly.

      “Just walk, tell me where to go—I can’t see,” I demand, draping her arm over my shoulders and tucking myself into her side.

      “To the right,” Erzur says.

      I sidestep, and we shuffle forward. The Fae woman is heavy, despite her lean frame. She's all muscle, and taller than me. But I push forward, leaving the stinking room behind. My thighs burn as we hit an incline and I know we're going in the right direction. I feel something crawl down my spine just as the snarling of the creatures reaches my ears. I move more quickly and Erzur stumbles, hissing in pain.

      Ahead of me, the daylight breaks through the stone, slipping into the tunnel. Relief floods through me and I feel tears prick at my eyes. I thought we were dead. Erzur seems to gain strength at the sight of the sun, and she picks up her feet. Blood from her wounds drips down my shoulders and arms, hot and sticky. She’s moving more quickly, and I wonder just how well Fae healing works. I grit my teeth. If there was ever a time for Fae healing abilities, it’s now. Behind us, the creatures howl, and I know they’ve discovered our absence.

      I rush forward, bursting into the sun just as scratching sounds in the tunnels. “They’re coming,” I pant, careening forward. Erzur and I rush for the path leading down the mountainside and into the trees in the valley beyond.

      “Verity?” I hear Altair’s voice, like a beacon in the night.

      My body seizes, trembling. “I thought you left,” I murmur, as Altair, Thal, Sadal, and Serus come into view.

      They slink out from behind the trees, swords drawn. Altair reaches us first, but it's not me his eyes are on. He takes in Erzur, leaning on me. Altair reaches for her and she sags against his shoulder, sighing. Her blood soaks my cloak and leather armor. Her face is swollen, covered in purple bruises and small gashes. Blood mats her hair where one of the creatures cut her skull. My lips twist into a grimace at the sight of her. Erzur's sword is missing, lost in the tunnels or stolen by one of the creatures.

      “We should go,” Thal says, glancing towards the tunnels.

      Howling reaches my ears and I feel a shiver of fear slip down my spine. Altair slips an arm around Erzur’s waist and sweeps her into his arms. I feel a pang of jealousy at the way he holds her close to his chest. Another screech from inside the mountain distracts me. We sprint down the slope towards the tree line as the creatures breach the tunnel. My heart is in my throat, arms pumping as I try to keep pace with the fast-moving Fae. Even Altair, burdened by Erzur, is moving more quickly than me. He overtakes Sadal quickly until I’m bringing up the rear.

      I hear the creatures behind me, crashing through the undergrowth. I leap over a root, knowing that if I fall, there won’t be another opportunity to escape. It will mean death. Thal drops back beside me, his sword already in hand. His green eyes dart towards me, filled with concern. He holds out a hand wordlessly and I take it. He closes his fingers around my hand, and suddenly I'm running faster than I ever have. We trample through the forest together, a few feet behind the others.

      And then I see it; a black arch looming through the trees. The portal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Altair

      Erzur groans in my arms as we flee from the tunnel creatures careening down the mountainside behind us. I can't keep her steady, and her limp body bounces and jostles. Her face is twisted in pain, but she doesn't scream. For an instant, I feel a flash of respect for Erzur's warrior-like and stony demeanor. I try to move more evenly, and I sense her almond-shaped eyes studying my face.

      "Faster," she grunts, scrunching her face as she fights against the pain. "Injuries be damned—move."

      I obey, pushing hard again and flying between the trees. I dare a glance over my shoulder and see Verity struggling to keep up with the rest of us. Sadal is running haphazardly, wrists at chest level, restraints jangling. His eyes are wide and filled with fear, but he stays a step behind me. I curl my lip. The rat probably knows there’s safety in numbers. He’d be dead in an hour without us.

      "Ah!" I hear Verity gasp, and my heart lurches.

      Images of her diving back into the tunnel for Erzur flash through my mind. I risk another glance and almost stumble over uneven ground. I see Thal beside her then, his brows furrowed with concern for her. He pulls her forward, dragging her behind him at Fae speed. My heart eases somewhat as they gain on us, putting more distance between them and the creatures.

      “I see it, the arch,” Erzur says weakly.

      The trees begin to thin, and I see a structure of black stone peak between the leaves and trunks. I sprint towards it, bent on making it before the beasts catch us. The portal is another arch, as tall as the door leading into my now-destroyed palace. The stone is so black, it seems to absorb the surrounding light. I hurtle through the small clearing, breaking the tree line.

      Suddenly, a howl rends the air and birds burst from the treetops. I skid to a halt, heart pounding. The others have joined me, and we turn in a slow circle, searching for the source of the noise. Verity is pale with fear. “The creatures have returned to the tunnel,” she whispers. “They ran when they heard that sound.”

      “I think we should do the same,” Sadal says, hunching.

      “Agreed,” I murmur. “Thal, you and Verity through first. Then Sadal, and I’ll follow with Erzur.”

      Thal touches his forehead in a lazy salute and pulls Verity forward. Suddenly, a black shape hurls out of the nearby brush, all long, skinny limbs, and fleshy skin. Sadal shrieks, his pitch matching Verity's. The creature turns its hairless head towards me. Its eyes are perfectly circular and yellow, the pupil too small. It smiles, and I shudder. I had expected razor-sharp fangs, but the creature's teeth are square and flat. It's too normal, too familiar, to be a part of a creature like this. When it rises onto its hind legs and its long arms press against its body, it looks like a tall, thin shadow with vibrant eyes.

      It shrieks again, and the sound makes my eardrums ache. “It’s a Shade,” Verity says, breaking the silence. “Run!”

      Sadal makes a break for the portal, but the creature lashes out at him with a long arm. It slams into Sadal, flinging him like a rag doll towards the trees. Sadal crumples, panting. Thal draws his sword with a grin and starts toward the Shade. He circles him, beginning an intricate dance of death. I retreat behind Thal and place Erzur gently on the ground. She clenches her teeth and I see fresh blood soaking through her tunic.

      “I can fight,” she hisses. “Give me a weapon.”

      “We need you in the Third Stratum, Erzur.” I shake my head. “I won’t risk you like that.”

      “Bastard. Let me die like a warrior.” Her eyes are blazing.

      I rise, drawing out my sword as Thal darts towards the Shade. “You’re not going to die.”

      Verity rushes past me towards Sadal. “Go through the portal!” She cries, tugging at Sadal.

      He stumbles to his feet, a hand on his temple. “It will follow,” he mumbles.

      “Just go.” Verity pushes him forward. She turns desperate eyes towards Thal. Thal leaps nimbly to the side just as the creature’s claws slice through the air where he stood. He swipes his sword in an arc, bringing the edge down on the Shade’s elbow. It shrieks, black blood spurting onto the grass. Verity hovers beside the portal and then our eyes meet. “Take Erzur through—please Altair.”

      “You go,” I say, striding towards Thal and the Shade.

      “I can’t lift her,” Verity pleads, eyes wide.

      “Thal,” I bark. My cousin dances out of the Shade’s reach, barely missing its jaws. “Take Erzur through. I’ll finish this.”

      “Always taking my victories, eh?” Thal cocks a brow but obeys, sweeping Erzur into his arms. “Just remember I warmed him up for you.”

      “Just go,” I growl.

      Thal disappears through the portal, following Sadal. Verity’s shoulders sag with relief and she glances at me. Time slows as I watch a black hand slither towards her. It wraps around her waist, pulling her sharply. She screams, shattering the stillness. The Shade snatches Verity, dragging her towards it as if to embrace her. I dart towards them, heart pounding with fear. If we lose Verity, we lose everything. I lose everything. The Shade grins at me as if it knows all this perfectly well.

      “Goodbye, little Fae King,” it whispers. Its voice is unpleasant enough to make me grimace. “I have my prize.”

      My stomach twists with fear. The deepest kind, the kind that makes you feel weak at the knees and helpless. I shift my gaze from the Shade to Verity. She’s looking at me desperately and I suddenly wish I had done a million things differently—that I had made a life for her and I. My lips part in a silent cry of fear and I lunge at the Shade. The Shade screams, a sound of pain and surprise. I hear a thumping noise and then the Shade recoils violently.

      Verity is on the ground, smoke curling from her hands. I pause in my assault, eyes wide with surprise. “Bitch!” The Shade screeches, lumbering towards us again.

      “Come on.” I bend and pull Verity to her feet, dragging her back to the portal. Behind us, the Shade lopes, skin singed somehow. I hear the Shade gaining, its unnaturally long limbs make twice the progress we do. Fear and adrenaline course through me. “We aren’t going to make it.”

      At my words, Verity twists in my grasp and I lose my grip. I stumble, whirling in time to see her raise her palms towards the Shade. She digs her feet into the ground and bright, white light sears from her palms. The lights are familiar, the same ones she called only a few nights ago when we were attacked by phantoms. But this light is painful to the Shade, burning him viciously. The Shade stumbles back, crumpling to the ground. It stretches away from Verity, looking like her shadow.

      Moaning and hissing, the Shade slinks back into the woods, away from Verity’s magic. She lowers her hands, shoulders curling with exhaustion. I push back my curiosity and wrap an arm around her waist, ushering her through the portal. The world droops and melts around us, our eyes covered with a red sheen. Verity sags into my side, breathing shakily. I glance down at her smoking hands just as the world rights itself. We step out of the portal and into a desert; the Third Stratum.

      Verity looks up at me, darkness in her light blue eyes. “It will find the others. There will be more next time.”
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      Verity

      The first thing I notice about the Third Stratum is the heat. It's dry and scorching as if I've just stepped into an oven. The red earth is cracked and so flat I can see for miles in any direction. It's like another world. Every breath I take leaves my throat and nostrils burning. Sweat sheens on my brow. I fumble with my cloak, trying desperately to remove it. The red fabric flutters to the ground, and I stoop to collect it.

      “Gods, it's hot here,” Thal groans, wiping sweat from his forehead.

      Serus pads to my feet, slinking. I pick him up and let him settle on my shoulders. The baked earth is too hot for him to walk on. “How is Erzur?” I ask.

      The ebony-skinned warrior leans heavily on Thal. One of her eyes is so swollen she can’t open it, and her lip is split. “Fine,” she spits out. “Let’s get out of here before that Shade comes through.”

      “We have a little time,” Altair says, appraising me. “Verity injured it pretty badly.”

      “Verity?” Thal cocks a brow, looking impressed.

      I clench my charred hands into fists to hide them. “It isn’t dead though. And it will bring back more Shades. We were lucky there was only one guarding the portal.”

      “Do you think that’s what it was doing?” Altair asks. “Guarding?”

      I chew my bottom lip and nod. “I don’t think it was a coincidence that the Shade was there.”

      “I don’t want to be around when it finds reinforcements,” Sadal whines. His gaze darts towards the arch fearfully.

      Altair hoists Erzur into his arms despite her weak protests. He lifts his chin towards Sadal. “Show us the way.”

      Sadal nods eagerly. He leads us away from the portal, glancing over his shoulder often to see if any enemies are chasing us. Gradually, as we distance ourselves from the Second Stratum, the itch between my shoulder blades fades. I relax. The group is quiet, conserving energy as we walk through the dreadful heat. I run my tongue over my lips, wetting them, but they dry instantly. I frown as I realize that we didn’t bother packing water into the Ether.

      “We’re getting close,” Serus whispers from my shoulder.

      “To what?” I squint, trying to pierce the haze of heat for any signs of what we’re looking for.

      “To whom.” Serus’s claws prick into my skin.

      We travel down a short slope and I see imprints of bones in the earth. Slowly, the fossils grow more numerous and I realize we’re walking through the bed of a dried lake. Sadal grows more at ease as we lose sight of the arch behind us. The Dark God adjusts his collar and straightens his shirt, smirking. My brows twitch together as I watch him preen like a peacock.

      “You seem more relaxed now,” Thal notes, looking at Sadal like he has a bad taste in his mouth. “Not frightened anymore?”

      “The Shades wouldn’t dare come this far into the Third Stratum,” Sadal says, brushing his hair into place.

      “And why not?” Altair asks. Altair’s brow is glistening with sweat, matting his hair to his forehead. Erzur breathes shallowly in his arms, eyes closed.

      “The Shades can’t touch the danger here, but she can still threaten them,” Sadal says simply.

      I open my mouth to question him further, confusion, and questions spinning in my mind like a whirlwind. The heat doesn't help. Suddenly, I stagger backward, and Serus clings tightly, so he doesn't topple to the ground. My entire body tingles as power slams into me again and again. I press a hand to my chest, trying to calm my beating heart. The others have paused, looking at me curiously. Altair starts towards me but seems to remember the woman in his arms, and he stops. Fear lances through me when the force of the power turns into a gentle tug, coaxing me forward.

      “You feel her,” Sadal says as he watches me with appraising eyes.

      “What is this?” I ask, taking a tentative step as power assails me again.

      Sadal jerks his chin towards a glimmer of light in the distance. “Your query.”

      Sadal turns, changing his path towards the strange light. I follow, feeling sickened with each step. The power rakes over me, running along my arms and chest and down my legs, as if searching for something. I close my eyes, calling on my own magic. I feel it flood through me, centered in my chest and pouring out to my fingertips. The power recoils as I explore it with my magic. Once more, it lashes out at me, making me wince.

      “Form a barrier,” Serus whispers to me. “Protect your mind and soul.”

      I throw up a wall in front of me and create a crown of magic as the mysterious power slithers towards me again. The tendrils of it reach my wall and pound against it. I grit my teeth and pour more of my magic and intent into the barrier. It comes for my thoughts next and I have to close my eyes to focus enough magic to resist it. The force slinks back but I can still feel traces of it on my magic. I shudder.

      “Well done,” Serus says.

      “What was that?” I ask as a sliver of fear slips down my spine.

      “It was desperation,” Serus answers cryptically. “We must be very cautious.”

      We climb out of the dry lakebed. The light in the distance isn't a light, I realize as we draw closer. It's a reflection of the sun off of a gleaming, white dome. The cobweb cage. Eagerly, I press forward. We made it. We actually made it. Serus hisses as my steps grow quicker, jostling him from his perch.

      “Wait,” Sadal snaps, making a grab for me. He freezes, hands outstretched as Thal’s blade hovers over his wrists.

      “Never touch her,” Thal says quietly.

      Sadal narrows his eyes but pulls away from me. “I was trying to warn her, warn you all.” Sadal scowls. “We must be cautious when we approach. The creature in the cage is a trickster, one of the most vile and violent beings in existence.”

      “Who is it?” Altair asks.

      Sadal shakes his head. “You will see soon enough. The less you know, the better.”

      Altair chuckles humorlessly and gives Sadal a withering look. “You really think we’ll accept that answer? Tell us who it is.”

      “I won’t,” Sadal says. He lifts his chin in defiance. “The more you know, the more power she will have over you.”

      I feel a thread of fear at Sadal’s words. “Then let’s do this quickly.”

      “One more thing.” Sadal’s words stop us mid-step. “Leave the talking to me.”

      “Why?” Altair scoffs. “So, you can stab us in the back the second you get the chance?”

      “Because I’ve dealt with this being before,” Sadal snaps.

      “Should we kill him?” Thal asks suddenly. He turns to Altair. “He’s brought us where we need to go. And if I recall, you have an undying hatred for this man, correct?”

      Altair nods stiffly. “I do. But he may still have use.”

      “Your call.” Thal shrugs.

      Suddenly, a howl rends the air. I freeze, fear consuming me as the Shade shrieks again. Its call is echoed by more until I can’t tell if there are five or five hundred Shades at the portal. I step back, magic wavering as fear builds in my chest. “I thought you said the Shades wouldn’t come here,” I say, voice trembling.

      Sadal is pale, looking equally frightened. "They won't come this close to her. They wouldn't dare." His words are weak as if he's simply trying to convince himself.

      “Let’s go,” Altair growls. “We need to do this as quickly as we can.”

      Sadal squares his shoulders and I see him paste a suave smile on his face. But I can see the fear in his eyes, in the space between his shoulder blades. We close the distance between the lake and the cage. My heart pounds quickly and loudly as we approach. The Shades are still howling in the distance, but as we move closer to the cage, suddenly, it’s not the Shades I’m afraid of. It’s the woman behind the gossamer bars of magic.

      She’s tall and lithe, her figure curvy and sleek. She wears an angelic white gown that flows and pools at her ankles. Her blonde hair is wavy, practically glowing like a halo in the bright sun. I bite the inside of my cheek as I wear a mask of calm, hiding my trepidation. She smiles benevolently and my body warms. But this woman, despite her angelic looks, has an inky wickedness in her eyes that betrays her.

      “Hello,” the woman purrs. She curls her fingers around the gossamer bars and shudders. “It’s been so long since I had visitors.”
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      Altair

      The woman in the cage radiates beauty with the same intensity as the sun radiates heat. She turns bright green eyes on us as we approach and I inhale sharply when they fall on me. I could look into those eyes forever. There’s a whisper of wickedness in the back of my mind, an urge to sate my more lustful needs with this woman. She appraises me, pouty lips pulled into a wry smile. What I would do with those lips.

      “Ignore it, Altair,” Erzur says in my arms. She manages to open her swollen, bruised eye to study the mysterious being.

      I furrow my brows. I know this feeling, these wild thoughts are my own. The woman cocks a perfect brow at me, teasing me. But perhaps there is some influence from this woman; whoever she is. I empty my mind of everything, keeping my face blank as we close in on the cage. It's light, the bars thin and made of the purest white. It stretches high into the sky and tapers into a dome. It's empty of everything but the woman.

      “Hello,” the woman says, her voice sultry and wicked. “It’s been so long since I had visitors.”

      Thal holds his sword in his hand, looking relaxed, but I know in a second's notice he could be wielding it against an enemy. Verity holds her hands behind her back, fingers twisting. My brows twitch together, wondering what she's doing. But I see a small ball of light form in her hand, growing more abundant with each twist of her fingers. She stops and holds it tightly. I feel pride swell in my chest at the realization that even Verity is willing and ready to defend us despite her lack of experience.

      Sadal moves forward, separating himself from the group. He saunters towards the cage arrogantly, head tilted cockily. “Freia, I would have come sooner, but you made it quite clear last time you had grown tired of me,” he says, grinning.

      I narrow my eyes. Freia, the Goddess of Vengeance. Questions swirl through my mind. Who could have imprisoned a God? And why? Thal and I exchange worried glances. Whatever we expected to find in this cage, it certainly wasn't this. Freia is more potent than most of the Gods, her special love for revenge encompasses love, war, wickedness, knowledge, and more. She has few worshippers, but the ones she has are particularly cruel—just like their Goddess.

      Freia purses her lips at Sadal. “Perhaps I spoke too soon.” She drifts to the side so she can take in the rest of our party. Her eyes are bright, amused. “And look, you’ve brought friends.”

      “I would hardly call them that,” Sadal says, frowning with distaste.

      “Then are they toys? Minions?” Freia asks with a broad grin.

      Sadal’s eyes flick over us, resting on me. “No.”

      “Of course not,” Freia says. She giggles, lifting her hand to hide her cruel smile. “How could they be when you have no powers to speak of? You couldn’t even convince your own little demons to obey you anymore, could you?”

      Sadal grits his teeth, jaw pulsing with anger. “How would you know anything about that?”

      Freia waves a hand dismissively. “Word spread quickly through all the Gods. You know they’re already searching for someone to replace you?” She makes a tsking noise. “Of course, it didn’t take long for my friends above to let me know. It’s all very amusing and has helped me pass the time. I should thank you for that—all of you.”

      “Someone to replace me?” Sadal asks, looking outraged.

      Quietly, Verity slips away, drifting behind Sadal towards the cage. She studies it as Sadal and Freia bicker. Verity fingers the cage tentatively but hisses in pain, tugging her hand away. Freia looks away from Sadal to narrow her eyes at Verity. “It’s imbued with a pain spell,” she explains, “To keep me from ripping it apart and escaping. Cruel, wouldn’t you say?”

      Verity meets her gaze, the hand behind her back holding her weapon shakes. “I think that depends,” she finally says.

      "You can do away with that little spell you've been hiding." Freia lounges back, cushioned by the air. "It won't do you any good anyway, and I certainly can't harm you from in here."

      “No one can replace me,” Sadal mutters furiously. “Clearly no one is worthy if it’s taken them this long.”

      “You poor thing.” Freia looks sympathetically at Sadal as his shoulders curl in on himself. I watch as he fights another bout of madness. “Who could have known that losing your immortality would have eaten away at your mind?”

      “Let’s get what we came for,” Erzur murmurs. She has been watching the bickering between the two Gods closely, but I can feel her temper flaring. She’s right. We don’t have time to waste. And although Verity has already started picking her way around the cage, all of our efforts should be focused.

      “We need to replicate your prison,” I say, stepping forward. Freia’s eyes snap towards me with frightening speed.

      “Go ahead.” She sneers. “I could use the company.”

      My arms are beginning to ache from holding Erzur for hours. I know she needs a place to rest so she can heal quickly. I hold Verity’s gaze for an instant, trying to reassure her that I am not leaving her—that I never will leave her. Her pale blue eyes waver but then she drops them back to the prison. As I move away from Freia to a safe distance from her, my thoughts turn back to the first nights I met Verity. She was fiery and stubborn and drove me out of my mind. She was quick to laugh and quick to anger. Now, she’s morose and trapped in a plot to save the world from darkness. She should be in my library, reading in the sunlight. Not here, baking in the heat and studying a complex, ancient spell.

      Guilt washes through me. Guilt and disappointment. It's my fault Verity is here. I should have protected her, I could have protected her better. Hiding a frown, I lay Erzur onto the baked earth carefully. She winces in pain and I grimace sympathetically. Sadal's little creatures were not kind to her in the tunnels. Erzur sighs when she lays flat on her back. She tosses an arm over her eyes to block out the sun, and I leave a bladder of water beside her. She'll need it more than any of us, except perhaps Verity when she begins weaving the spell.

      “I don’t trust her,” Erzur murmurs.

      “I don’t either,” I say. I glance over my shoulder towards the Goddess of Vengeance. “And I don’t trust Sadal.”

      “It would be wise to keep an eye on both of them. And perhaps keep them separated.” Erzur lifts her arm to meet my gaze.

      I nod. “Agreed.”

      “For once, we see eye to eye.” Erzur smiles.

      “Don’t get used to it,” I murmur. “Will you be alright here?”

      She waves a bloodied hand. “Go.”

      I rise, turning back to Freia and the cage. She watches me approach with bright, intense eyes and I feel a strange, unnatural stroke of awareness in my mind. I flinch back and Freia grins. “Don’t,” I snarl, hand on the hilt of my blade.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Freia says innocently.

      “He means your burrowing into our minds,” Verity murmurs, circling back around the cage.

      Freia scowls at Verity. “You witches are really so tiring. Boring, even.” I open my mouth to snap at Freia but she pins me with her stare. “And don’t you jump to her defense. This little witch is more than capable of defending herself.”

      “Verity?” I flick my eyes towards her, searching her stony face.

      She fiddles with the ring on her finger, my promise to her. “Just give me some time here. I don’t understand the spell yet.”

      Verity busies herself near the cage, touching it here and there and wincing each time as she subjects herself to pain. Serus trails behind her, and they sometimes exchange a questioning glance as if they’re communicating silently with one another. I cross my arms over my chest, legs splayed, as Freia and I glower at each other.

      “Thal,” I say without breaking her gaze. “Take Sadal near Erzur. Watch him closely.”

      “You’re afraid I might pollute your mad little dog?” Freia cocks a brow.

      “I brought you here,” Sadal hisses. “Leave me be.”

      “Shut up,” Thal says, gripping Sadal’s shoulder tightly. He forces the Dark God away from Freia and I feel a wave of relief knowing that the two Gods can’t conspire against us.

      “So, you’re the one in charge, then,” Freia muses. “I wasn’t sure, you know. You don’t really give off that air of authority I’ve come to expect in Fae kings.”

      “Sorry to disappoint,” I say.

      “And her.” She lifts her chin towards Verity. “Is she your lover? Or perhaps the dark-skinned warrior over there?”

      I press my lips into a thin line at Freia's probing. The questions seem innocent enough, but there's a warning voice in the back of my mind. The more this Goddess knows the more danger we are in. "Tell me," I say, intent on changing the subject. "How long have you been imprisoned here?"

      “Oh,” she sighs. “So long I can hardly remember the sensation of a cool breeze, or the rain, or why I was trapped here in the first place.”

      “What did you do?” I ask, curiosity piqued.

      Freia grins. “Something terribly wicked.”

      “Altair,” Thal calls.

      I turn to him and he lifts a hand, gesturing for me to go to him. I scowl, eyes flicking back to Verity who seems focused on the cage. I don’t like the idea of leaving her alone with Freia. “Go,” Freia says, watching Thal. “I won’t hurt your little witch.”

      My frown deepens and I turn my gaze to Verity. “I’ll be right back.”

      I’m not sure if Verity heard, enraptured as she is by the spell. I stride towards the others, feeling Freia’s gaze drift away from me like a physical sensation. A shiver trails down my spine. I stomp over the dried earth and it crunches beneath my feet. Thal is crouched beside Erzur, already her skin is looking less ashen and I know she’s healing well. Sadal sits cross-legged nearby, looking bored.

      “What?” I snap.

      Thal lifts his chin towards Sadal. “The former Dark God has decided to share some information about Freia.”

      I eye Sadal and notice a bruise blossoming on his chin. “You hit him?” I look disapprovingly at Thal.

      “Only a little.” He shrugs. He pins Sadal with a glare. “Tell him what you told us.”

      Sadal sighs, pursing his lips. His black eyes are locked on Sadal, bright with hatred. “Freia, the Goddess of Vengeance as you may have surmised, is a bit of a bitch. She’s also terribly wicked and cruel.”

      “I gathered this,” I say.

      “The reason she’s locked in the Third Stratum of the Ether, the very deepest depths of it, is because of an unspeakable crime she committed against the God of Light.” Sadal shudders and I suddenly have an awful feeling. "Freia and the God of Light had a short affair, and when she learned he had betrayed her, she was furious. She planned for years how to get her revenge. When it suited her, she killed all of his children in cold blood and placed them throughout his realm like puppets—moving their corpses with strings."

      A wave of nausea hits me, roiling my stomach. I look over my shoulder towards the beautiful woman, dressed angelically in the cobweb cage. She lifts her fingers in a small, flirtatious wave. My blood has run cold with fear and trepidation. I don’t want any of us around her for more than is necessary—especially not Verity. A Goddess like Freia could find many uses for a witch.

      “It makes you wonder if Sadal was truly deserving of his title,” Thal murmurs.

      Sadal bristles. “Wickedness comes in many forms. Consider the fact that I got to keep her as one of my trophies. She was mine. Still is.”
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      Verity

      I circle the cage, staring at the iridescent, gossamer tendrils. Altair sits a few paces away, cross-legged on the ground with his arms folded over his chest. He glowers at Freia suspiciously while I work. Warmth and happiness spreads through my chest at his silent vigil. I smile wryly to myself. I don’t think it’s necessary, but it’s a nice gesture from a man who has given me very little to demonstrate he still has any sort of affection for me.

      My gaze wanders towards the make-shift camp the others have set up. A fire is burning, and Erzur is laid out next to it, warming herself. From here, I can see that the purple bruising around her eye has faded somewhat. Thal sits between Erzur and Sadal, sharpening his blade. His green eyes stray towards Sadal from time to time, as if ensuring he hasn’t wandered off.

      “Pay attention,” Serus hisses, batting at me with a paw.

      I eye him irritably but turn back to the prison. The spell is complex, more so than any I’ve ever seen. But the first Bloodbane warned me it would be. It’s even more challenging because touching it, feeling the magic, stings me. I brush my fingers over the bottom of the enchanted prison and grimace. It feels like painful thorns are digging into my fingertips, though no blood pools on my hands. I try to push past the spell that causes pain and to the foundational enchantment.

      The spell is elusive as if it doesn't want me to understand it. I clench my eyes closed, biting my lip as I search for it, chasing the magic. My brain throbs with the effort. I hiss, loosing a long breath through my teeth and falling back from the cage. The pain in my fingers ebbs, but the headache remains.

      “What are you doing?” Serus asks. “Continue.”

      “It hurts,” I sigh, rubbing my temples.

      “Being ripped apart by the Shades will be even more painful, at least for a short moment. And then you won’t feel anything at all,” Serus says sarcastically.

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I’ll get it, Serus. We’ve been here for less than an hour.”

      “Actually it’s been five,” Serus counters.

      “Five?” I gape and glance towards Altair. He nods, confirming Serus’s words, but he nods encouragingly.

      “Tell the Fae to leave, we’ll be out here for hours yet,” Serus hisses.

      “Why?” I look at him questioningly.

      Serus paces. “Because he’s distracting you.”

      “I hardly noticed him in five hours,” I say, cocking a brow.

      My familiar rolls his eyes. “You’ll focus better.”

      “Maybe,” I snap, “I can’t focus because you’re criticizing me all the time. If you would be quiet for a few minutes, maybe I would know more than I do. Which is nothing.”

      Serus is quiet, studying me with sharp, bright eyes. He turns away, stalking into the darkness. “Then I’ll leave you to it, Bloodbane.”

      I watch, eyes wide with disbelief, as my familiar disappears into the darkness. “Serus?” I call, voice echoing over the desert.

      “What’s going on?” Altair asks, appearing at my shoulder. His brows are furrowed with concern and he follows my gaze to where my familiar disappeared.

      “Serus. He just left.” My heart beats too fast. “What if he doesn’t come back?”

      “He’ll come back.” Altair runs his hands over my shoulders to comfort me.

      I turn to him, biting the inside of my cheek nervously. “Will you find him? Please?” The strange creature has become such a constant in my life. The last time I felt this afraid for someone was when I saw Thal being dragged over the bridge by Presium, the Devourer. Serus is my companion, he sleeps beside my head every night. He advises me on subjects of magic. I don’t know if I can lose him.

      Altair studies my face, searching my eyes. Finally, he drops his hands from my shoulders. “Alright. But stay here, or return to camp,” he warns me. Altair presses a quick kiss to my cheek and sprints off into the darkness before I can react.

      I lay a hand over my cheek, still warm from his lips, and blush. It’s only been a few days since we last touched like that, but it feels like it’s been so much longer. Years, even. I stare out into the darkness, fear in my belly. Nothing moves in the shadows, and I know it might be some time until they return. I inhale deeply, turning back to the enchanted cage. Freia is watching me, her eyes bright and filled with curiosity. I flinch at her sudden closeness.

      “So he is your lover,” Freia coos. “Isn’t it odd for a Fae King to be involved with a Bloodbane witch?”

      “He isn’t my lover, and we aren’t involved,” I mumble, turning my attention back to the intricate spell work.

      “He certainly seems like your lover.” Freia grins.

      I ignore her. The Goddess isn’t someone I want to be involved with, and I certainly don’t want her to know anything more about me than she already does. Something about that possibility makes my skin crawl. I kneel beside the cage, thrusting my entire hand against the bars of the cage. I bite my tongue to hold back a whimper. My hand feels as if it’s being electrified and it trembles.

      “That doesn’t look pleasant,” Freia tuts. “Shall I call for your not-lover? Perhaps he can comfort you.”

      “Stop,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “Come, come.” Freia looks at me almost pleadingly. “Give me something. I’ve been so bored for so long.”

      With a gasp, I tug my hand back, cradling it to my chest while I shake. I close my eyes tightly, despair washing over me. I can’t do this. I’m not equipped. I’m not experienced enough. Whatever it is that the old Bloodbane witch and even Sadal see in me and my abilities; it isn’t there. I wish suddenly Altair was still sitting on his vigil. Even just his presence would ease these feelings.

      “Look at you,” Freia whispers. “Take a break.”

      I sigh shakily and meet her gaze. She looks genuinely concerned and my heart rate slows. “Altair and I used to be promised to each other. We made a covenant. And we both broke it,” I finally say as a peace offering.

      “Broke it?” She cocks a brow.

      “It’s a long story. Circumstances keep us apart,” I say. I feel reluctant to say anything more.

      “I get it,” Freia sighs. “I’ve had many lovers, and somehow, all of them have ended up betraying me.”

      Her words sting and I narrow my eyes. “He didn’t betray me.”

      “No?” Freia cocks a brow. “You mean to tell me the warrior over there is not his new lover? Or that he has no feelings for her? I saw the way he held her so closely to his chest.”

      “She’s injured,” I say.

      “It’s the way he held her.” Freia tilts her chin down at me meaningfully. “Look at him now.”

      My brows furrow with confusion but I follow her gaze towards the campsite. Altair has returned, and I see Serus padding beside him. Altair catches my gaze and points down to Serus at his feet. I nod and force a smile even though my chest is swirling with negative emotions. Why didn’t he come back to me to tell me himself? I watch, heart in my throat, as he crouches beside Erzur. She sits up, barely registering any pain, and smiles at him. Altair’s hand goes to her forehead, resting there lightly. I clench my hands into fists, hiding them beneath my red cloak. Anger boils inside me, heat sweeping through my veins.

      “Why are you even helping them?” Freia asks. I can feel her eyes on me, devouring me.

      “I don’t want the Shades to destroy the world,” I mumble.

      “Is it even your problem?” Freia shifts, skirts rustling. “You could just return to the mortal realm.”

      I look at her sharply, eyes narrowed. “How do you know I’m from the mortal realm?”

      Freia waves a hand towards Sadal and shrugs. “You could leave whenever you want. You aren’t bound to anyone or anything here.”

      “I wouldn’t say that.” My eyes drift back to her as I hide my suspicion. Sadal hasn’t left the camp since he was first dragged there—at least not that I’ve noticed. How would they communicate?

      “Once you’ve lived to a certain age, you realize just how pointless relationships are.” Freia picks at her nails. “No matter who it is, they’ll always end up disappointing you.”

      “Is that why you chose to murder innocents?” I ask coldly.

      Freia looks up sharply, scowling. “His children were not innocent, and they certainly weren’t children.” She purses her lips. “But, yes, that is why. I had a little encouragement from our Dark friend over there.”

      I study Sadal. Shadows pool under his eyes and he looks exhausted. "Why isn't he here? Trapped?"

      "The Dark God and the God of Light have a special relationship. Without one, the other can't exist. Thus, the quick search for a replacement," Freia explains.

      “Interesting,” I say, exhaustion weighing on my bones.

      I crawl to my feet and set my eyes back on the prison. Freia wanders back to the center of the cage, conjuring butterflies to flutter around her, lighting up the darkness. I close my eyes and dive into the enchantment. It’s as difficult as it was before. The spell is hidden deep within the magic, elusive and mysterious. My brows knit together in concentration and the pounding begins behind my eyes again.

      The spell feels like a silken thread buried within a pile of wool. I burrow through the coarse, nonsensical magic in search of that thread. When I find it, I pounce on it. Sweat beads on my forehead with the effort. I dig my nails into my palms as if I'm clutching the enchantment. I follow the spell to its core, to where the strings tangle together. The spell is convoluted, confusing, and massive. I pluck at it with my magic, hoping it will unravel for me. But the spell binds even tighter.

      I exhale loudly in frustration. No one has taught me what to do with a spell like this. Like calls to like. Magic calls to magic. It should respond. But when I touch this enchantment with my magic, it recoils from me. As if it can’t stand me. Or as if it was designed to stop someone from unraveling it. I open my eyes and find Freia watching me with hungry eyes. I wonder how many times she has attempted to free herself.

      I stagger away from the cage without a word to her. I can feel her eyes on my back, between my shoulder blades and I have to fight to stop myself from shuddering. I sit silently beside the fire, drawing my knees up to my chest. Thal looks at me curiously, but I know he won’t comfort me. He doesn’t even know who I am. Stress, fatigue, and sorrow hit me all at once and I sag. I rest my forehead on my knees, taking a shaky breath.

      At least I found the spell, I tell myself. At least now, I’ve found what I’m looking for. But I have a feeling what comes next will be much more difficult. It may even be impossible. When I close my eyes, I picture Altair—and I know I won’t give up. Not if it will save him.
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      Altair

      I crouch beside Erzur, surveying her injuries. She’s healing nicely and judging by the sour look on her face, is gaining some of her strength back. The bruising on her face is a sickly green with splotches of yellow—but no purple. Her scratches have scabbed over, and I know they’ll be completely healed by the morning. Whatever internal bruising to her organs or bones she may have had will be mostly healed by then as well.

      “I’m starving,” Erzur snaps, pushing herself up onto her elbows.

      Gently, I urge her back down and brush the back of my hand over her forehead. She isn’t burning up. All is well. “Serus and I managed to find some food,” I say. I tilt my chin towards the carcass behind me. “Some kind of cougar, I think.”

      “You think?” She wrinkles her nose.

      “Well, I’m not exactly familiar with the flora and fauna of the Third Stratum.” I roll my eyes and rise.

      Erzur lays her head back on the dusty earth and stares up at the black nothingness overhead. There are no stars to speak of here. Once the sun set hours ago, the sky became a matte, oppressive black. Only our fire and the strange glow of the cobweb cage lit the night for us. I glance over at the prison as I draw out my dagger and begin skinning the beast I dragged back after finding Serus. Verity is still beside the cage, eyes closed in concentration. Freia watches her hungrily, possessively.

      I don’t trust this Goddess. I don’t like Verity near her alone. And I certainly don’t like the way she watches her the way Sadal used to eye Verity. Frowning, I slice my blade beneath the creature’s skin and drag it over its flesh, loosening the skin and fur from the meat beneath. I tug it back, revealing red meat. The sickly sweet scent of raw meat fills the air. I work quickly, cutting open its innards and tossing them aside. I roast as much of the meat as I can. The cooking is careless, but it doesn’t matter.

      I give the meat to Sadal first, cutting pieces from each part of the carcass. He eats them all ravenously. “If it’s poisonous, I guess we’ll know soon enough,” Thal murmurs, watching Sadal eat.

      “It isn’t poisonous,” Sadal says through a mouthful of meat.

      “And we should take your word for it?” Thal cocks a brow.

      “More meat for me.” Sadal shrugs.

      “Just give me the meat,” Erzur growls. “Poison be damned.”

      I hand her a large piece of meat and she takes a large bite. Juices flow down her chin and hands, but she ignores it. Thal and I exchange a glance and my stomach rumbles audibly. I take a piece and sniff. It smells much the same as venison, despite the fact that it came from a carnivore living in the Ether. I bite into it. The meat is bland, but good quality. If it had been seasoned properly and prepared by the chefs of my palace, it would have been a fine meal.

      “More,” Erzur demands, lifting a sticky hand.

      I toss her another piece. She needs as much food as she can stand to eat if she's to heal correctly and quickly. While I cut more parts of the carcass to cook, I hear soft footsteps approaching. Verity reaches the campsite, plopping down onto the ground at the outskirts of the fire. Half in the darkness and half in the light, she curls in on herself. My heart beats quickly and I watch her over the fire while the meat cooks.

      She looks exhausted, shaken, and disappointed. There’s something in the curve of her shoulders that warns me something isn’t right. I glance up at the cage, but Freia is staring up at the darkness, where glowing butterflies flit over her head. I wonder if she possesses the magic to conjure them, despite the cage. A warm wind whistles through the camp, ruffling my hair. I glace up, eyeing the darkness, but nothing stirs and Freia seems unbothered.

      Once the meat is roasted, I carry a piece towards Verity. She stirs when I sit beside her, but she doesn’t lift her cheek from her knees. Her blue eyes are red-rimmed from exhaustion but bright and alert. She doesn’t offer me a smile as I expected, instead looking at me morosely. I run my tongue over my lips, suddenly nervous, and offer her some meat.

      “It’s safe to eat,” I say quietly. “And not half bad.”

      “What is it?” She sniffs.

      “Venison,” I lie.

      Verity’s gaze drifts towards the furred beast with long claws lying on the other side of the flames. “That doesn’t look like venison.”

      I grimace. “You caught me. It’s some kind of cougar, I think. But it’s good.”

      "Thanks." She takes the meat and bites into it hesitantly. Slowly, she takes larger bites. Her brows are furrowed as if she's concentrating on not thinking about where the meat is from.

      She licks her fingers, slipping them between her lips to lap up the juices from the meat. I try not to stare or think of the soft folds of her tongue on my body on the day we made love. “You’ll need to keep your strength up,” I rasp.

      “I could use some water,” she says, eyeing me.

      “I’ll see what I can do.” I hold her gaze, cheeks flushed with a desire that I can hardly hold back.

      “What?” She asks wryly.

      I shrug but wet my lips with my tongue. “I was just thinking of the day we made love.” I lower my voice, leaning towards her.

      Verity’s lips part in surprise and she struggles to hide her pleased smile. “Are you trying to distract me? Or is it so difficult for you to get your mind out of the gutter?”

      “I’m not sure what that means.” I lean closer, grinning softly. “But I would say both.”

      “What are you thinking about?” She asks, dropping her cheek back onto her knees as if she can hide.

      I pause, hesitant to tell her that my mind is on the sound of her heart beating and the scent of her body. It’s new and different. “Mostly the sweet sounds you made.” My body flushes with heat and I don’t bother hiding my arousal. Her eyes widen, roving over me and she swallows loudly. “And the way you tasted.”

      “God,” Verity whispers, biting her bottom lip. “You’re insane.”

      “Why?” I cock a brow.

      She gestures towards the others, eyes darting towards Erzur. “Altair, this is a conversation for a more private place, don’t you think? Not that I don’t want to talk about it, but—you know.” Verity trails off.

      “Then let’s go somewhere more private,” I murmur, tilting my chin to the darkness. My eyes rove over her and I feel a flush of happiness.

      Verity bites her lip and smiles. "I wish we could." Her smile disappears. "But, Altair, we know we can't be together anymore."

      “I’m tired of this,” I growl. I take her hand, hiding our laced fingers discreetly. “Verity, all I want is you. I would risk a war with Erzur if it meant we could be together. I look at you, alone, and it feels like my heart will burst from the pain of it.”

      “You would risk your people for me?” She quirks a brow. “You wouldn’t do that. You’re too good of a ruler to do something like that.”

      My chest feels heavy at her words and I know what she says is right. It would destroy me to know that I let my people die for my own selfishness. But things have changed now. There's more to consider. I tighten my grip around her hand, allowing her warmth invade me. "Why is this so damn difficult?" I growl.

      Verity rests her other hand on top of our entwined fingers. “Because we had something neither of us had ever felt before. We had love. But we messed it up. And we have to accept that.”

      “What if I can’t?” I whisper, despair lilting my voice.

      “Then we’ll both be in pain for a long time.” Her eyes are somber.

      I have to fight to resist pressing my lips to hers in a desperate kiss. I lock gazes with her, trying to push every bit of my love for her into this moment. I cling to every shred, every whispered word, every kiss and touch. Verity’s eyes brim with tears suddenly and she pulls her hand away from my grip, tucking it beneath her knees. The simple move has my heart in agony.

      “I,” I whisper, looking away at the dancing flames, “Will always love you. Truly. You will always have my heart. You set my soul on fire, Verity.”

      She hiccups softly, and I know her tears have spilled. I feel a pang of guilt and my brows furrow with pain. I hate to hurt her. I hate to be so selfish. But every moment with her, seeing her loneliness bared for all to see, kills me inside. I lift my hand to her cheek to wipe away her tears but she turns away, hiding her face from me. I drop my hand, leaving it on the dusty earth beside her, hoping she might reach for it. But she doesn't.

      I leave her, moving closer to the fire to give her space to deal with the pain. Thal watches me with keen eyes as I take a seat beside him. I don't speak as I take his wet stone and begin sharpening my own blade viciously. I run the rock over the steel quickly, sparks flying. Thal tuts, and I know he'll demand a new wet stone from me later once I've worn this one down to nothing. Slowly, the hissing of metal over stone draws me into a trancelike state. I feel nothing, see nothing but sparks, hear nothing but the sharpening. It's like a lullaby, and I feel my insides relaxing.

      “Finally,” Erzur huffs, rising with a pained grimace. I glance up, rhythm faltering as I see Verity wander closer to the fire. “Have you solved it?”

      Verity looks at Erzur with mixed emotions playing on her face. Jealousy, anger, and sorrow. She clears her throat. “I found the spell.”

      Serus who has been laying in the shadows, slips into the light. “You did?” He asks with surprise.

      “I did.” Verity purses her lips at her familiar and I wonder if she’s still angry at him. “But whoever designed it didn’t want anyone else to use the spell—break it or replicate it.”

      “So what does that mean?” Thal leans forward, curious.

      “It means I need more time to unravel it,” Verity says. She rubs her temples, scrunching her nose. It’s adorable.

      “What do you mean, unravel it?” Erzur presses.

      Verity sighs. “Picture an enormous, tangled ball of string. Imagine that some strings are glued together. Imagine that it’s filled with impossibly tight knots. That’s the way the spell feels to me. I have to take it apart before I can understand it and replicate it.”

      “And how long will that take?” I ask, chest suddenly tight with doubt.

      “It could take days,” Verity mumbles. She drops her gaze, looking guilty. “But I’ll work as quickly as I can tomorrow morning.”

      Erzur shakes her head. “The Shades won’t hold back for long. I doubt we have days.”

      “I’m doing what I can,” Verity snaps.

      She presses a hand to her forehead as a look of pain flashes over her face. My gaze cuts towards Erzur. “Don’t pressure her. Verity is well aware of the dangers here and the urgency of our mission.”

      “There’s something else,” Verity says suddenly. She narrows her eyes at Sadal. “How did Freia know I’m from the mortal realm?”

      Sadal glances up, eyes focusing on Verity as if noticing her for the first time. He chews on a bone from the carcass. “How should I know?” His dark eyes flash. “Freia is clever, I’m sure she would know you aren’t a Fae even without seeing the ears you’re hiding under all that hair.”

      “It doesn’t seem right,” Verity starts, looking suspicious.

      “Focus on the spell.” I interrupt her. She glowers at me, but I dip my chin, eyes locked on hers to convey a silent message. “Let us monitor the Gods.”

      Verity nods after a moment of tension between us. She lays down with her back to me. Serus pads to her side and I see her reach for him and run her hand over his back. He purrs. A corner of my lip quirks up in a wry smile. I take the first watch of the night as the others rest but I can’t get Verity’s words out of my mind. Sadal is laying with his back to me, facing Freia. She’s still awake in her prison, watching us. I narrow my eyes and wonder just how much about the Gods we don’t know.
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      Verity

      My magic is restless, vibrating around me so powerfully I worry the others will notice. But they're resting now. Altair is focused on the darkness, watching for any signs of danger. I feel more at ease with him watching over us, but the Third Stratum is the deepest part of the Ether—the evilest and darkest. I'm afraid of what might lurk down here. Sadal told us before that Freia frightened almost every living thing here away. I'm beginning to wonder how she managed to do that from inside her prison. The thought makes me shudder.

      I don’t want to leave us vulnerable to the Goddess even for a second. I pat Serus on the back, waking him. “Serus,” I whisper.

      "What?" His hazel eyes are sharp as if he was never asleep at all.

      “Will you help me cast a spell?” I ask tentatively. The last time my familiar and I attempted anything magical together, we ended up bickering. I don’t want a repeat of that.

      But Serus seems more forgiving than mortals—or perhaps less petty. He rises, stretching and curling his tail. “What kind of spell?”

      "A protection spell to keep us safe throughout the night." I roll onto my stomach.

      “To protect us from the creatures in the darkness, or a certain Goddess?” Serus looks at me knowingly.

      “Both.” My eyes flick towards Freia.

      “I think a rune will be our best option considering our lack of materials,” Serus says.

      He sits still while I begin tracing runes experimentally in the sand. I carve two lines into the dirt, connecting them with a diagonal line. A light breeze ruffles my hair as the magic infuses into the ground. I connect a second diagonal line, careful not to disrupt the runes I've already carved. The shapes come slowly but naturally to me. The last form I create is a diamond and I close my eyes while I let the lines streak past the point. I press every hope and wish I have for protection and safety and peace into the last rune. The ground trembles slightly, just enough for me to feel it underneath the tip of my duty finger.

      “Well done,” Serus murmurs, nodding.

      “If it works,” I say, sighing. I roll onto my back, looking up at the starless sky. The air shimmers with magic and I relax.

      “It will,” Serus yawns. He curls up beside me and I know he falls asleep quickly.

      I lie awake longer. My mind runs wild with thoughts of the terrors that await us in the darkness. The Shades could be slipping across the desert from the portal towards us as we speak. I picture their full mouths open, saliva dripping down from their yellow teeth as they leer at me. I shiver, goosebumps pocking over my skin. I know in my gut they're coming. They won't be warded away by Freia knowing that I'm here, just outside of their grasp. No, they're plotting, preparing. And we must be prepared in turn. But it all depends on me, and I don't know if I can do it.

      Whispers of leather and sand crunching underfoot reach my ears. I turn my head just enough to catch sight of Altair creeping towards me. He keeps his eyes turned away from me as he settles beside me on his back. He seems relaxed, and his hand brushes against mine. My breath catches in my throat when his fingers lace through mine. A smile ghosts over his lips. I glance towards Erzur, feeling a wave of guilt. But she's sleeping soundly.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be on watch?” I whisper.

      “What’s the point of a watch when we have your powerful spell to protect us?” He murmurs back.

      I’m quiet for a moment, surprised he noticed my magic. I study the noble slope of his nose, his sharp jaw, and square chin. His hair is a greasy mop and I see the ghost of a beard on his cheeks and chin. “Were you watching me?” I tease.

      “Always.” The simple word makes my stomach flutter. “Do you think I could ever take my eyes off you?”

      “I think you’ll have to try,” I say, looking towards Erzur.

      Altair shakes his head. “Verity, I can’t go through with it.”

      “Altair,” I start, my heart swelling.

      “I don’t know how I can.” His voice breaks and he pauses, settling himself. “Have I ever told you how my parents met?”

      “You don’t talk about them much,” I whisper. I always wished he had.

      Altair rolls over to face me and I see the pain in his hazel eyes. "My mother was not royalty. She was no one of importance, just the daughter of a merchant in Desmarais. When my father was Prince, he was tasked with running the Merchant Council. He would go to Desmarais and meet with them personally to hear their grievances."

      “Let me guess.” I smile wryly. “Your mother was at one of these meetings.”

      “No,” he says, eyes sparkling. “But she was outside with a basket of goods as a gift for him. You see, she had seen him before in passing and thought he was very handsome—at least that’s how my father always told it.”

      “So it was love at first sight,” I murmur with a smile. It was nothing like that for Altair and I. I remember the first time I saw him, in his beastly form, glowering at me. And then later, looking regal at dinner. He made me want to stab a fork in my eye with all his arrogance.

      "It was." Altair nods. "They married within months, and my grandfather disapproved but my father wouldn't hear anything about it. Growing up, I always hoped to have a love like that. When they died at sea and I had to assume the throne, it was a very dark time for me. I was moody and foul and I hardly fulfilled my duties."

      Altair pauses, as if reliving the memories. I slip my hand into his, not bothering to feel guilty for the show of affection. He’s quiet, staring out into the darkness with a melancholy frown. I wait for him to continue, stroking the back of his hand with my thumb.

      "And then Maaz arrived," Altair finally says. I narrow my eyes at the sound of her name. I won't lie and say I'm not glad she isn't dead. I just wish I could have been there to see it. The woman betrayed everyone and everything for the love of a man without a heart, and I'll never forgive her for that. Altair squeezes my hand. "She was beautiful, and I almost trusted her. When I refused her demands, and she cursed my people and me, I thought everything was over. I thought I had failed as King. I was already failing before, but now, I was completely incapable of ruling. I hated myself."

      “Altair,” I whisper, voice fading at the gravity of his words. My heart pounds painfully.

      “And then there was you.” He turns his gaze to me and I feel a glow blossom from my chest. I feel whole and perfect in his gaze. “And you changed everything. Do you understand why I can’t possibly give you up?”

      In my heart, I know exactly what he means. Altair’s life has been filled with more sorrow than mine—at least that I have memories of—but I know I felt like my life was ending on the day I was to marry Henry. And then it all began again when I met Altair. It was magical and unbelievable, and I was hungry for it.

      “I understand, Altair,” I whisper. “But you made a promise.”

      “I also made a promise to you.” He leans his forehead on mine and we breathe the same, warm air. “And that means more to me than any promise.”

      “What will you do when she attacks Alnembra?” I say quietly, eyes darting toward the sleeping Erzur.

      He hardens his gaze and tightens his grip on my hand. “Whatever I have to.”

      Images of war flash through my mind and I shake my head, ready to protest. But Altair silences me with a kiss. His lips are gentle on mine, moving slowly as if exploring the taste of me again. I don't press him to discuss it further even though I refuse to put his people in danger. He tugs on my bottom lip as he pulls away, ending the kiss, and I sigh.

      Altair drops his lips to my forehead. “You should get some rest. Tomorrow will be difficult for you.”

      “I don’t know if I can sleep,” I admit.

      “I’ll stay awake,” Altair promises. He pushes himself into a sitting position and glances down at me once more before staring back out into the night. “I love you, Verity Chastain.”

      His words send a tremor of desire through my body and into my core. I bite my lip, blushing. “I love you, Altair.”

      “Now sleep,” he orders sternly.

      I roll my eyes but don’t retort that he isn’t my boss even though I would very much like to. A smile plays on my lips. It’s been a long time since Altair and I had a normal conversation that had nothing to do with the Shades or Sadal or Erzur. It felt right—more than right—to spend the night listening to stories of his life. There’s so much I don’t know about him, so many years to spend reminiscing about with him. And I want to do it all. I nuzzle into my cloak, thoughts swirling around the Fae King beside me.

      Sleep takes me while I smile.

      I open my eyes to darkness. I’m in the desert still, but there is no fire to light the night, and the gossamer cage is out of sight. I spin in a slow circle, trying to get my bearings. I’m alone, the others are nowhere to be seen. My jaw clenches as I stare into the night. The air shifts and I hear the sound of something being scraped over the dirt. A foul scent fills the air, sickly sweet. A shiver lances up my spine, and then another, until I can’t escape the feeling that I’m being watched.

      A dark shape moves, looming over me. It's tall and thin, with a large head and a long neck. It's blacker than the night. I bite back a scream, wrapping around myself instinctively. Pure evil and dread wash over me, sticking to me like tar. The shadow pounces, and I see wicked, yellow teeth gleaming. Yellow eyes open, batting at me. A scream rips from my throat as the Shade closes in on me. Its long, spindly arm reaches for me, fingers shaking. I stumble backward, screaming.

      The Shade inches closer. It purrs as if it enjoys my fear. I whirl around, scared to turn my back to it but too frightened to stand still. I sprint into the darkness, away from the Shade, in any random direction. My lungs burn, thighs aching with the effort of rushing. I've never run so fast in my entire life. I can hear the Shade over my shoulder, the pounding of its limbs on the ground as it hurtles across the desert. I feel itching between my shoulder blades and duck just as its clawed fingers swipe at the air above my head. I'm going to die, I think, heart racing.

      The loud breath of the Shade fades away, and its footsteps slow. I dare a glance over my shoulder and see it falling back, still smiling. My brows furrow suspiciously, but I keep running. I have to make it back to the group, to Altair. I can only hope I’m moving in the right direction. It might be smart to stop, to wait until morning when I can see my surroundings and look for anything familiar. But the Shades are out there, likely watching me. So, I run.

      Suddenly, a black shadow leaps up, blocking my path. I skid to a halt as the Shade reveals itself. More pour out of the darkness and surround me. My throat is dry with fear as I take them all in. There's an endless number of them, and I lose count once they all cluster around me. That feeling of dread and hopelessness, as if I'm on the edge of Hell, hits me again. My legs are like jelly.

      “What do you want?” I ask. My voice is high and trembling with fear.

      The Shades smile at me, and the sight makes me sick. But they like to hear my voice, they like it when I speak to them. I can feel their pleasure radiating off of them with the evil aura they ooze. "To be like you," one of them rasps, reaching for me.
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      Altair

      Bright, yellow light pierces through my closed eyelids, waking me. I yawn and roll into a sitting position. The stress and physical demands of our journey and the war before it are catching up to me. My bones ache from sleeping on the hard ground and I roll my neck, popping it. When my eyes adjust to the bright light, I look immediately to my left, where Verity was sleeping. But the ground beside me is empty, not even an impression of her left in the baked earth. I spin, eyes roving over the camp in search of her. The others sleep, oblivious to the bright light overhead from the sunless sky. I narrow my eyes, fear coiling in my chest.

      I glance at the prison, hoping Verity waited to study the cage until one of us could keep her company. I see Verity through the haze of morning heat, crouched beside the cage. Her shoulders are curved, head bent in concentration. I shake my head, making a note to remind her that Freia is too dangerous to be near alone. But I know Verity wouldn’t appreciate such a warning, even if it was made in good faith.

      I squint, looking closer to see a gossamer thread in Verity's hands. She twists it around her fingers and stretches it, twisting more, and looping it in complicated braids. All the while, more white silken webs slip from her fingers into the loom of her hands. Pride sweeps through me, driving out any fear I had for her. She's done it. I watch, fascinated, as Verity continues to weave the complex spell. Her brows are furrowed in concentration, tongue poking out from between her full lips. It's like looking at a school child who does a particularly difficult math problem. Freia is watching with just as much curiosity. I know she's wondering if Verity could free her from the prison. After all, if she can make one, she can surely destroy one.

      Verity doesn't notice either of our attention. Her frustrated murmuring echoes towards me, and I catch a few choice curses from the mortal realm. I grin. She was so morose and defeated yesterday, it's good to see her with some energy back. Suddenly, the thin webs between her fingers collapse. They disintegrate, separating into tiny, unusable pieces before seeping into the baked earth. Verity lets out a hiss of frustration and throws her hands up in the air. Freia purses her lips and drifts away.

      I jog across the desert, carrying a bit of cooked meat for Verity. She glances up at me as I approach. I furrow my brows, noticing the swollen dark circles under her eyes and the red veins spidering around her irises. She looks exhausted, and I wonder just how long she’s been out here. It’s dangerous for her to continue like this, to exhaust her body—the conduit for her magic. She might lose control.

      “Here,” I say, offering her the meat. “Eat a little. You need to keep your strength up.”

      She flashes me an irritated look but takes the food begrudgingly. “I’m fine. Feeling very strong,” she says sarcastically.

      I purse my lips but choose to ignore her tone. “Was that your first successful attempt?”

      “I wouldn’t call it successful.” She picks at the meat. “But yes.”

      “You’re doing great,” I say with a smile.

      “I don’t need your encouragement or for you to babysit me,” she says bitingly.

      Anger sparks in me and my nostrils flare. “Would you care to explain your sudden attitude?”

      “Yes.” She tosses the remains of her breakfast aside and scowls. “Let me put it this way: we’re in deep shit.”

      I cock a brow, lips quirked with amusement. “Deeper than we already thought?”

      “It’s not funny.” She crosses her arms.

      “Verity.” I brush my hands over her shoulder. She’s burning up, I can feel her body heat through her clothes. “How much sleep did you get last night? You need to rest or you won’t be able to do this.”

      “I was sleeping,” she says, rubbing a hand over her face. “But I walked again last night. A Dreamwalk.”

      “I thought Serus was working on that with you,” I snap. I search the landscape, twisting, to find the black cat.

      “We’ve been a bit busy with other things,” Verity says. “The point is, the Shades are moving against us.”

      I pause, turning my hazel eyes back to her. She looks less angry now, less frustrated. Her eyes are filled with concern, lips twisted into a frown. “They’ll be here soon, Altair. And they have an army.”

      “Gods.” I groan. I run my hand over my jaw, feeling the stubble growing there. “Let me get Thal.”

      We rise, and she walks with stooped shoulders a short distance from Freia—far enough that the Goddess won't be able to hear. I jog to the camp and dig the heel of my boot into Thal's shoulder to wake him. He groans, swatting at me with a scowl.

      “Thal,” I snap. “Wake up.”

      One eye pops open. “Why?”

      "Because I told you to," I say, narrowing my eyes at him. "We have business to take care of, and I need you. So get up."

      Thal rolls over and climbs to his feet sleepily. He makes sure his sword is sheathed before trudging behind me towards Verity. “What is it?” He grumbles.

      “The Shades,” I say curtly. “Verity has new information.”

      “How did she get this new information?” Thal’s tired voice is steeped with suspicion.

      “Verity has a rare ability to Dreamwalk—which is exactly as it sounds.” I eye him, daring him to say something smart. Thal shrugs. “She can’t control it sometimes. Last night was one such event.”

      "And when she Dream walks, she Dream walks to the Shades?" Thal stretches his arm over his head, eyes half-closed.

      I press my lips into a thin line. “Or they find her.”

      We reach Verity, and she stifles a yawn. "Good morning, Thal."

      Thal nods. He’s still wary of her. It’s difficult to trust a Bloodbane, but a part of me feels guilty that Thal and Verity are no longer close friends. I gesture for Verity to sit and she folds onto the ground gratefully. “So,” I say. “Go on.”

      "I was in the Third Stratum, and it was dark. I don't know how close to the portal I was, but I couldn't see Freia's prison from where I was," Verity explains. Her gaze darkens. "A Shade found me. He chased me through the desert and herded me towards the others. They surrounded me on all sides—there were too many to count.”

      “And you’re certain this was real and not just a nightmare?” Thal asks, looking skeptical.

      Verity purses her lips and tugs her sleeve back, revealing a deep purple bruise in the shape of long, spindly fingers. “Does this look real?”

      He grimaces. “Point taken. What did they want?”

      “They’re coming for us.” Verity shudders. “I don’t know when, but it will be soon. I don’t think they’re as frightened of Freia as Sadal claimed. I think they simply had no interest in her.”

      “Damn,” I curse. “We’re defenseless out here.”

      I scan the desert, looking for any sign of a structure, but all I see is endless sand in all directions. My mind searches through every possibility of defense, but the Third Stratum is the last place any strategist would choose to make a stand. Even if the Shades live in the Second Stratum, the Ether is still their home, and we are at a disadvantage.

      Thal rubs his jaw. “Erzur is almost recovered, so we’ll have her strength. We could use Sadal as well.”

      I snort. “Sadal has the courage of a field mouse. He won’t be of any use to us—cut him out of the equation.”

      “I’ll think of something,” Thal murmurs, a far-away look in his eyes. He rises, brushing off his pants. “Thanks, Verity.”

      Verity starts, surprised to hear him say her name rather than call her Bloodbane. She nods. “You’re welcome.”

      “How much longer do you need to make the web?” I ask as Thal strides away.

      “I don’t know.” Verity looks pained and she rubs her temples. “I’m getting better, but I can’t guarantee when I will have it.”

      I know she's right, but I wish it was different. Last night was pleasant, despite our circumstances, and I had high hopes for the morning. I don't know what I was thinking. We've left the warm connection of last night to our memories and today is a new day. Today is all about surviving and saving the Fae realms from the hunger of the Shades. I can only hope Verity is strong enough to do what must be done and that we live long enough to buy her time to do it. I nod, steeling my eyes.

      “Do what you need to do, rest if you must.” I eye Freia behind Verity. “But keep your distance from her. We don’t want to release another evil on the world when we’re struggling to defeat another.”

      Verity nods, eyes slipping closed with exhaustion. “We can do it, Altair.”

      Her words are empty of feeling and hollow. But I nod along and force a smile. I rise, letting Verity return to her spell-casting while Thal and I plan a defense. I pretend her words mean something, that they're real. But I still feel fear in the back of my mind and ever-present phantom. Countless Shades, I think numbly. And only five of us between them and the world. I don't like our odds.
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      Verity

      The strain of the magic flooding through me makes my fingers tremble. I dig my heels into the baked earth, back bent with the effort. Sweat beads on my brow and I feel a dull ache throbbing in my lower back. From my hands, tendrils of white thread float, entwining together to make a thicker, unbreakable rope. The cord drifts away from me, towards a rune I carved into the ground with a dagger just a few hours ago. The rune is a slash of lines, violent and demanding—a visual of my own desperate need to complete the spell.

      Above it, the white threads of magic coil and braid together to make a dome-like prison. It’s almost a perfect copy of Freia’s, only twice the size. I hope it’s large enough to trap the Shades, but if I make it any larger I risk losing my grasp on the magic. I can already feel my shaky hold on it slipping as my body grows more and more exhausted. In a perfect world, I would have spent weeks building this prison and studying the spell. As it is, I’ve only had a day.

      The invisible sun overhead is setting, light sinking down below the flat horizon. I grimace as the spell falters and one of my threads snaps in half. Licking my dry lips, I rebuild it. It takes twice the effort. At my feet lies a pool of dried blood. In the beginning, Serus and I cut my forearms, hoping the blood magic would bolster this spell. It did for a short time, but now all the strength has to come from me.

      Serus sits stoically nearby, watching the prison come together with sharp eyes. I groan as my head begins to ache. I need rest and an entire river to drink. I wonder if the Motabilem River ever makes a surprise stop in the Ether. The trembling of my fingers is becoming more like shaking now, evident and worrying. I grit my teeth and wrestle the magic back into my control.

      “You need more strength,” Serus says as his amber eyes dart over me.

      “I would need the Hulk,” I pant.

      He stares unamused. "Can you finish it? You're close."

      “I’ll finish it,” I growl.

      Serus falls silent and I know he won’t bother me again. He’s checked on me intermittently and I know he means well but the distraction makes the spell even more exhausting. I stare up at the peak of the dome, to the small space where the last cords of the spell are binding together. This is the last stretch, I tell myself. I pull even more magic to me, until my body is brimming with it and it feels as if the very air is vibrating. I hold my breath as the final thread floats on an invisible wind up to the dome and wraps itself around the other chords, completing the prison. When the cords look secure, I send my magic over it, searching for weaknesses. Repairing weak spots is a pain-staking process and by the end of it, my vision is going hazy.

      My arms collapse to my sides, feeling like gelatin when the last weak cord is bolstered by more magic. My body is shaking and weak. I drop to my knees beside the pool of my dried blood and then keel over onto the dirt. My cheek presses into the hot earth and the dust fills my lungs with each breath.

      “It’s done,” I breathe, reminding myself. “It’s done.”

      Serus pads towards me silently and his shadow falls over my eyes. “Well done,” he says, a hint of pride in his voice. “You weaved one of the most complex spells in existence, and it looks decent.”

      “Decent.” I chuckle but it sounds more like a wheeze. It’s a compliment, coming from Serus. He simply doesn’t understand humans, but he tries.

      I hear the crunch of dirt beneath boots and I recognize the gait as Altair. My heart twinges and I almost lift a hand to brush the dirt from my hair before I remember that I’m too exhausted to move and that I truly don’t care. He comes to a stop at my side and crouches. I smile weakly as his lean face comes into view. His hazel eyes sparkly and his full lips are pulled into a proud smile. Butterflies flutter in my stomach at the sight.

      “It looks perfect,” he says, pressing his palm to my sweaty forehead.

      “Serus says it looks decent,” I say wryly. My familiar’s eyes flare but then his lips stretch in what might be a smile.

      Altair glance at Serus with amusement, lips quirked. “High praise from him, I’m guessing.”

      “Well it could be worse,” Serus says.

      “It was just this morning you could barely keep a thread in place,” Altair says. He nods up at the prison. “And now look at what you’ve accomplished.”

      I yawn. “It only took a whole twelve hours.”

      His hand brushes over my hair, smoothing it. “After this, you’ll never have to do it again.”

      “Cheap comfort.” I snuggle into the warm earth as my eyes slip closed. I could sleep for days.

      I hiss, pain flaring in my cheek as Altair pinches it. I swat at him but he catches my wrist gently. “Don’t sleep, not yet. We still have work to do.”

      “What did I say this morning?” I ask, glowering at him. “I’ve already done all the work.”

      His lips purse unhappily at my words. I know I’m being unfair—selfish even—but how much more do I have to give while the others do nothing? “You forget how much the rest of us have sacrificed. Erzur gave up her armies. Thal lost his memories. You aren’t the only trying, Verity.”

      A blush creeps to my cheeks as shame clenches my heart. He’s right. “I’m sorry,” I say, pushing myself to my feet.

      I wobble and Altair catches me. “It’s understandable.”

      I pinch my lips unhappily and follow him towards the others. They’re circled together, Sadal standing a little way off. I follow his gaze towards Freia. She’s watching him and turns away when she notices my attention. I frown, suspicion lancing through me before Altair pulls my attention away. I meet Sadal’s gaze, but he merely glowers at me. The others stand aside and make room as Altair and I join them.

      Thal whistles low when he sees the complete spell. “Nice work, Bloodbane.”

      I feel a flash of irritation but smother it quickly. “Thanks,” I say.

      “I suppose I should be impressed.” Erzur crosses her arms over her chest and studies the prison appraisingly.

      I know that’s the highest praise Erzur will ever willingly give me so I shrug off the back-handed compliment. Altair rubs his hands together and studies each of us in turn. “Now that the cage has been completed, we need to discuss how we’ll lure the Shades here.”

      “It’s too bad we can’t bring the cage to them,” Erzur says with a twist of her lips. I wonder if she knows I wasn’t strong enough to weave the spell without the help of the rune, essentially locking the prison in place.

      “It’s better this way,” Thal says. “It will be on our terms. Anything else is too dangerous and risky.”

      “Agreed,” Altair says, nodding. “We know the Shades are going to come eventually, but we can’t wait for much longer. We’ll be weak by then, and I suspect that’s what they want.”

      “Let’s do it tonight,” Erzur suggests. Her dark brown eyes are like caramel in the orange glow of sunset. “I want to get out of this place.”

      I sigh, turning my eyes towards the dry landscape. “Me too.”

      “That’s short notice.” Altair frowns.

      “But it gives the Shades less time to make their move,” Thal says, quirking a brow.

      Altair muses over this. I’m quiet, knowing my input means little to this group of seasoned strategists. I’ve done my part for now. Altair looks back towards the portal, and I wonder if his Fae eyes can see the Shades—if they’re watching us too. “Alright,” he finally says, relenting. “But that leaves us the question of how.”

      “Bait,” Erzur says with sharp eyes.

      My eyes widen slightly. “No, that’s too risky,” I say, surprising even myself. The words come out in a rush, tinged with fear.

      “This whole experience has been one giant risk,” Erzur argues. “What’s stopping us now?”

      “But this is different. So far, we’ve done our best to avoid the Shades. We can’t go running at them now. You don’t know what they’re like,” I say insistently.

      “I was there when it attacked us.” She purses her lips. “We all were.”

      “That was one,” I say, voice quiet.

      “Do you have any other ideas?” Erzur snaps. I fumble for words, trying to think of something—anything. She grins smugly. “As I thought.”

      Thal scoffs, silencing Erzur. “Enough, Erzur.” He turns to Altair. “I’ll be the bait. When I get their attention, I’ll draw them here. Just be ready.”

      Altair looks unhappy at the idea of Thal sacrificing himself. “You’ve already given up so much.”

      "Don't get soft on me now, cousin. You know I can't remember what I gave up," Thal says, slapping him on the back. His green eyes glitter as he studies me. I straighten under his gaze. "And you—have that cage open and ready for then."

      Altair and Erzur nod, drifting away to discuss defenses for when the Shades arrive. Thal strips of everything but his light shirt, trousers, and boots. He unbuckles his scabbard, setting it carefully on top of his discarded armor and cloak. My cheeks pale when I realize he won’t have anything to defend himself if things go sour. He pulls back his hair, which is long enough to brush his shoulders.

      “Don’t look so sad, Verity,” Thal says, grinning. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

      My heart pangs with regret and fear. I wonder if this will be my last moment with him. “Thal,” I say, hovering nearby nervously.

      He finishes tying his hair up and turns to me. “What is it?”

      “I just wanted to thank you for all you’ve done for me,” I say, thinking of the weeks we spent training and hunting demons together. “I never thanked you before you forgot, and I should have.”

      “You sound as if you think we’ll never meet again.” He grins but I see the dark look in his eyes. “Save your goodbye for later, Verity, I’m coming back.”

      He spins away, jogging towards the portal before I can speak again. My gut twists. I wish I had been able to say more to him. I force a smile, watching his lean figure disappearing into the haze of heat. He'll come back, I assure myself. Of course, he will. But my thoughts are hollow and I know I don't trust them myself. Thal is long gone by the time I pull myself away from watching him. I head towards the cobweb cage, prepared to tear it open and seal it back up when the Shades have been forced through. I can't help but glance over my shoulder every few minutes to scan the horizon for any signs of my friend. My heart pounds, a steady drum of fear.

      I haven’t been in a real battle since the scouting group that found me after I escaped the Ether was attacked by the enemy. I was paralyzed by fear then, and I wonder if I will be now. I clench my hands into fists. I can’t be. I have to protect the people I care about the most. I stare at Altair as he and Erzur move from position to position, gesturing. I can’t lose anyone. And I’ll do anything I have to. I thumb the ornate dagger at my waist. Anything.
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      Altair

      The night is pitch black, lit only by the soft glow of the cobweb cages and the torches we’ve scattered around the perimeter. I stand in the middle, sword in hand, staring into the darkness. My Fae sight isn’t as sharp in the Ether as it is in the realms above and I feel a wave of frustration that I can’t see much farther than a mortal could. My skin tingles with apprehension, muscles tight. Erzur prowls the perimeter like a wild cat. From time to time she swings her sword experimentally and I know she’s eager for the battle to begin.

      “Once more,” Serus says from behind me. His voice is even but I can hear the strain in it. Even one of the most powerful beings in the Ether is frightened of what’s to come.

      “Okay,” Verity says, sounding tired but focused.

      Magic thrums in the air and I hear the whisper of silk as Verity weaves the cage back together. The sound lasts for only an instant and I feel the tightness in my chest ease. She’s getting better, closing it more quickly now. Even Serus seems satisfied by her success. Suddenly, I see a flash of movement in the darkness and I whip towards it, heart racing. Erzur halts her stalking, watching.

      Howls pierce the night, shattering the stillness. I move closer to the torches, joining Erzur, and we drop into combat stances. The air hums with energy and fear but I still myself. I picture a mountain lake and a sunset so vibrant it paints the water blood red. Soon, the ground will be soaked with blood, a lake in and of itself. The serene picture settles me and I breathe deeply and evenly until my heart rate is slow and steady. The sword is an extension of my arm, a part of me bred for killing.

      And the Shades are coming.

      I hear the ringing of metal against metal and I know Verity has drawn her own dagger. She’ll be near the cage for most of the battle as we herd the Shades towards the cage. If we’re lucky, Verity won’t need to spill any blood. But I doubt we’ll be so fortunate. Sadal will be beside her, and I’ve already warned her that if she must, she can use him as a defensive shield. I grin at the prospect, but Verity wasn’t pleased when she heard my advice. She’s too kind-hearted for her own good.

      I hear a soft chuckle and turn towards the sound, brows furrowed with confusion. “Sadal,” Verity says, her voice raised with surprise and fear.

      The former Dark God is standing beside Freia’s cage, grinning like a madman. I narrow my eyes at him. “What are you doing? We don’t have time for this.”

      “No,” he purrs. “You don’t have much time at all.”

      Suddenly, flames burst from his palms and envelop his forearms. He lifts his arms admiring the magic. Erzur’s gaze darts between Sadal and the darkness where the Shades are coming closer quickly. “Altair,” she says warningly.

      Sadal saunters towards us as Freia looks on with a wicked smile. He flings his hand out at me and I dart to the side as a ball of fire careens towards me. It bursts on the dried earth, singeing it, and sparks fly. “Gods, it feels good to be me again,” he says, satisfaction oozing in his voice.

      I look sharply at Freia, realization striking me. “What have you done?”

      She waves a lazy hand. “We made a bargain. A favor for a favor.”

      “Just a touch of her power and it’s almost as good as new,” Sadal sighs. He turns black eyes on me. “Do you know what I would like to do first? Repay you for your kindness.”

      “I told you we should have killed him,” Erzur snarls.

      “Next time you want to kill someone, I’ll listen,” I snap.

      Sadal turns towards Verity and cocks his head. “Don’t you think they already make a darling couple? But you and I, we could be stronger. Better. You could be a God.”

      “Focus, Sadal,” Freia hisses. Her eyes turn towards the darkness. “We can’t wait much longer.”

      He tuts and shrugs at Verity. “It’s too bad we didn’t have more time, darling. But don’t worry, I’m sure I’ll find a way to move on.”

      “Hurry,” Freia urges, smiling manically.

      Sadal looks at her with scorn. “Never trust a God, Freia.”

      “Let me out, like we agreed,” Freia demands, her voice strained with emotion.

      “No.” Sadal curls his lip at her. “I don’t think I will.”

      “Damn you, Sadal,” Freia screams, eyes wild with rage. “Damn you!”

      “Enjoy eternity, Freia, I’m sure the Shades will make wonderful company.” Sadal smirks.

      Freia screams, the sound ragged with fury at Sadal’s betrayal but I feel no sympathy for her. Rage boils in my chest and my heart beats wildly with it. The two gods conspired against us. They know just how serious the coming fight is. But our distraction created the perfect opportunity for them to betray us. I stalk towards Sadal, knuckles white as I clench my sword. Heat rolls over me in waves, angry and unbending. Sadal eyes me, a grin on his lips as I approach.

      “I’m immortal now,” Sadal says gloatingly.

      “We’ll see about that,” I snarl, lunging at him.

      We clash, my steel against his flames. Heat singes my brows and face. He swings at me, aiming for my jaw but I duck. I swipe at him, sword singing through the air. Sadal hisses as the steel slices into his calf and blood soaks through his trousers. “You’re out of practice,” I say, grinning wickedly.

      Sadal scowls at me, glowering. “When I’m through with you, you’ll wish the Shades had gotten you first.”

      Sadal pushes his flames toward me, forcing me to drop to the dirt to avoid the heavy wave of fire. Erzur leaps into action, swinging her blade at Sadal with a roar. He directs his flames towards her, but she drives through them. As her blade closes the distance between them, Sadal extinguishes his flames and conjures a sword. He darts out of the way, narrowly avoiding her sword. Erzur and I circle him, but I know not to underestimate the Dark God. He almost killed me once. He could do it again. Sadal's black eyes glimmer and he lunges at me, making a play. Our swords clash and he knocks mine aside easily, testing me. I adjust my grip, trying not to let my eagerness to kill him get the best of my instincts.

      “Why the sudden hesitation, Altair?” Sadal asks, quirking a brow.

      I ignore him with a scowl. Erzur swings into action behind him, driving her sword towards his back. I lunge at the same time, blade swiping towards him. Sadal grimaces and jumps to the side, managing to dodge Erzur’s swing. He isn’t so lucky with mine, and I see blood stain the sleeve of his shirt. He hisses, narrowing his eyes at me furiously. I grin, spinning my sword so his blood catches the light.

      Suddenly, a ball of hot, white light explodes beside Sadal. He yelps, turning away from it as the heat singes him and hot, fried earth splatters across his back. I turn, eyes wide with surprise, and see Verity glowering at Sadal. Her hands are glowing, smoke curling up from her palms. Verity stalks towards Sadal as he gapes up at her. She lifts her palms and another ball of light streaks through the air. Sadal leaps to the side and hurtles a cloud of darkness towards her.

      “Verity!” I shout, starting towards her.

      She clenches her eyes shut and lifts her palms as if to shield herself. More light erupts from her palms, colliding with Sadal’s darkness. The two forces erupt, sparks flying as they clash and roil in the air. Sadal grits his teeth snarling, and attacks again. My heart is in my throat as the two hurtle magic at each other with deadly ease.

      “You know, I think you may be the worst bride I ever had,” Sadal says bitingly as he dances away from her assault.

      She scowls, firing magical attack after attack at him with a fury I’ve never seen in her. “I almost felt sorry for you, Sadal. You once told me the Shades were the single truly evil thing in the Ether, but you’re wrong. It was you all along.”

      Sadal smiles. “How touching.”

      I see Verity wavering, her power draining. Erzur and I exchange a glance. We can’t let Verity continue, even though her power is a match for his. We need her strong enough to close the prison again and to survive the onslaught of the Shades. In unison, we run towards Sadal, swords raised. I bring my sword down over his head as he hurtles more darkness towards Verity. With a snarl, he whirls on me, smothering me with the shadows. They burrow down my throat and into my eyes. I scream, writhing, as the darkness seeps into every part of me and forces itself onto my consciousness. Pain lances through me as if I'm being torn into a million tiny pieces.

      Verity screams, a rage-filled cry, and suddenly the night erupts with light. The shadows dissolve, forced away by her light, and I drop to the ground with a groan. Coughing, I spit blood onto the caked earth. Sadal lifts a hand against her light, blinded. Erzur is on him in an instant, her blades swiping over him with ease. He hisses, darting away, but not before she’s wounded him on the arms and thighs.

      “Sadal!” Freia calls sharply.

      He glances at her, and I take the opportunity to drive my sword into his gut. He catches the move and spins. My sword impales nothing but air. "I'm busy!" He snaps at the Goddess.

      “Well you’re out of time, you fool,” she hisses. A cruel grin stretches across her lips and I know she’s anticipating Sadal’s death like Verity would anticipate a new book; with glee.

      A shriek of bloodlust rings through the air, freezing us in place. We turn in unison towards the darkness in time to see Thal hurtle through the perimeter. Sweat sheens on his brow, and he drops, skidding across the ground towards his sword and armor. He snatches his sword, leaping to his feet. He barely glances at us, brows furrowed with confusion, but then the night is filled with howls. A black shadow leaps between the torches, careening towards us with wild abandon. Yellow eyes land on me and the hair on my neck stands on end. I stand, sword in hand, between two enemies.

      We’re fucked.
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      Verity

      My heart is beating too fast, spurred along by the adrenaline coursing through my veins. Sadal’s shadows are whirling around us, blocking out the glow of the torches from time to time until I feel like I’m on a horrific carnival ride. I send a blast of my magic towards the Dark God but he wheels away. His shadows wrap around him like a cloak of death and I imagine the smell of rotting corpses drifting towards me.

      The Dark God is swathed in power and looking entirely different from the madman he was before. His cheeks aren’t as sallow, his eyes bright with wickedness, and his shoulders are straight and proud. He lifts his palms towards me and I see shadows erupt from his palms. They careen towards me and I can feel the evil stretching at me. Fear welling in my chest, I shield my face with my hands. Light blinds me and I send it rushing at Sadal’s shadows.

      My light and his darkness collide. Sparks fly and our magic roils like a star. He leans into it, strengthening the beam and sending me retreating a step. I grit my teeth, staring in fascination at the way our magic explodes together. It’s beautiful, and if I wasn’t so terrified of the Shades coming ever closer, I would find it peaceful. Suddenly, Sadal breaks away and I stumble as my magic collides with empty air. I see Sadal pivot towards me, hurtling shadows my way. I dodge them, breathing hard, and cast my light his way. He anticipates every move, always one step ahead.

      Fatigue tugs at me, weighing on my bones and muscles. If I keep this up much longer, I'll have nothing left for the Shades or to close their prison. I search for Erzur and Altair. They leap at Sadal and my heart stutters at the sight of Altair baring his teeth at Sadal. He brings his sword down over Sadal's head, and my eyes go wide. But before Altair's blade connects with Sadal, Altair is thrust backward. Shadows writhe around him, forcing their way down his throat. His body is stiff, joints bent at awkward angles as his body rejects the shadows. But they keep going, pouring into his eyes, nose, mouth, and ears. He screams, but the sound is muffled by darkness. The sight is horrific.

      “No!” I shriek, tears pooling in my eyes.

      Anger and fear rage in my heart, and my legs go weak. Don't die, I plead silently, don't die. I lunge forward desperately, my magic responding without any coaxing. It erupts from my hands, dousing the shadows attacking Altair. The darkness disappears in a puff and Altair collapses to his knees, breathing hard. My magic is blinding, whole, and spreads out in an enormous dome. Sadal hisses, lifting his arms to block his eyes from the light. I watch, intent on destroying him, as Erzur leaps into action. She slices her blade over his legs, cutting deep into his thighs. Sadal buckles, crying out.

      I snarl, stalking closer to him as my body thrums with power. I’ll burn his black heart out of his chest. Suddenly, a haunting howl echoes over, close enough to make us falter. My light dies as I turn with fear towards the night. Thal sprints into the campsite, making his way to his sword. His green eyes dart over us only for an instant but he hides his confusion well. Thal drops into a combat stance and jerks his chin towards the darkness. “There’s at least twenty,” Thal says.

      My jaw drops. The odds don't seem reasonable and a wave of nausea hits me. Warning signals flare in my mind and my magic surges in preparation. A black shape hurtles through the torches like a long shadow. The Shade's yellow eyes rove over us and goosebumps pock all over my skin. With a frightening scream, it lunges towards the nearest Fae; Altair. At the same time, the rest of the Shades leap past the torches, drooling.

      The sight of them in real life; creatures I've witnessed only twice out of my dreams, sends my body quaking. And there's so many of them. Too many. The hope I felt earlier falters as Thal and Erzur are overrun by Shades. I force myself forward and snag the back of Sadal's shirt. Ignoring his protests, I pull him backward, blood trailing behind us. I toss him close to Freia's cage, hoping he'll stay out of the way and manage not to make things worse for us.

      Wordlessly, I pin him to the ground with my magic. He struggles to rise, eyes wide with panic. “Please,” he begs. “Let me go, let me out of here.”

      “Shut up,” I snap.

      I tune him out and turn back to the fighting. Sounds of the battle reach my ears; steel clashing against claws, cries of pain, shouting, and the rumbling of the Shades. Altair is fending off three, sweat sheening on his brow. He whirls, the sword an extension of his arm, and drives the blade across the chest of one of the Shades. It howls as black goo spurts from its papery flesh. But the victory is short-lived as another Shade hurtles towards him from behind. I open my mouth to scream a warning, but the Shade is already on him.

      Altair is buried beneath the black, long limbs, and strange body. His sword spins away. For a moment, it’s as if the entire world has stopped. As if my life was frozen in time. I stare, screaming, as Altair disappears under the Shade. The others pile on top, each grappling for the chance to rip him apart.

      “Bodies,” the Shades hiss in unison. “Make us like you.”

      A strangled cry echoes towards me, and I know the Shades are forcing their energy on Altair, trying to overtake him. The thought of losing him has my heart beating unevenly and my blood roaring. I rush towards him as one of his hands slips through the knot of Shades and stretches upwards. So far, the only weaponized magic I’ve been able to use has come to me in the form of a ball of light. But I need something more, something deadlier. I push my thoughts and desires onto the magic, forcing it to bend to my will.

      Bolts of lightning sizzle out of my hands and I hurtle them towards the Shades overpowering Altair. Pure electricity strikes them, spidering across their skeletal bodies. They freeze, bodies stiff. The lightning is only enough to paralyze them, I need more power if I’m going to kill them—if that’s even possible. I scream, a sound of pure rage and desperate fear. I feel tears spill from my eyes and down my cheeks but I don’t care. I throw bolt after bolt of electricity at the Shades.

      Altair’s black hair appears, and then his hazel eyes turn upwards, searching for me. He crawls out from beneath the frozen Shades, careful not to get too close to my sparks of magic. Once at a safe distance, he scrambles to his feet and retrieves his sword. Altair doesn’t stop before he sprints towards Thal to help him herd a group of Shades towards the prison. Altair’s hazel eyes meet mine for an instant as he passes, and I see my reflection in them; wild, ferocious, and roaring. I cling to the image even though I don’t feel as strong as I appear.

      Suddenly, a Shade careens at me. It’s long, bony fingers wrap around my waist and tug me towards it. I cry out, trying to recoil from its disturbing touch. But the Shade holds me fast, drawing me towards it too-wide mouth. “We want to be like you—we want to be you,” the Shade murmurs. Its voice sounds like many Shades are speaking at once and I wonder if they have some sort of hive mind, like ants. “Let me in.”

      I shudder at its words, begging for an invitation. Five Shades couldn’t force Altair to bend to their will, they needed permission. It leers at me, rotten breath wafting over me. I bare my teeth as it leans in closer. “Go to hell,” I hiss, pressing a hand against the papery skin of its face.

      My magic rockets into him, but I hold on tight. Energy rushes through the Shade, burning him from the inside out. I grit my teeth and cling tighter, digging my nails into its skin as it screams. Black goo oozes over my fingertips like tar. The Shade's scream is painful, grating on my eardrums and threatening to burst them. It's body jolts and shudders as I attack him. He drops, hand loosening around me, and I collapse beside his charred body. Its eyes, once yellow like a harvest moon, are burnt and shriveled to husks. I pant, staring in shock at the dead Shade. The night is quiet and I turn to see my friends gaping at me. But it's the Shades I fear. They're watching me with keen, hungry eyes.

      Moving in unison, the Shades lunge at me, leaping over my friends or darting around them. I scream, scrambling to my feet. “To the cage, Verity!” Altair shouts behind me. “Lead them to the cage!”

      My feet slap against the baked earth as I careen towards the cage. Arms pumping, I hurtle over the dirt, listening to the thumping of the Shades. They're gaining on me, long limbs propelling them faster than my legs ever could. Tears prick at my eyes, and I don't waste any energy trying to force them back. I have eyes for one thing, and one thing only; my cobweb cage. Spindly fingers claw at my back as I reach it and I know they're right behind me. Tendrils of fear crawl up my spine as I enter the cage. I run through its broken walls but I don't stop.

      I dare a glance over my shoulder, and my vision is filled with yellow eyes. A scream rips from my throat but I force myself to look past the Shade on my heels to the ones in the back. They pile over each other in their haste to reach me. I see the last one make it into the cage and I feel a wave of relief. Without stopping, I plunge deep for my magic and send it rushing through the rune on the ground to seal the wall. I beat my record from practice, sealing it in the span of a few seconds.

      I am trapped in a cobweb cage with some of the evilest beings in existence.

      I see Altair, Thal, and even Erzur running along beside me, just outside the bars of the prison. Thal shouts something to me, but I can’t hear it over the din of the Shades. Altair points to the end of the cage, just a few yards away. I run my tongue over my lips. If I’m to escape, I have to do this right. If I’m too slow in resealing the wall after breaking it a second time, it will have all been for nothing.

      The end of the prison rears up before me and I lift a hand. A burst of magic tears open a small slit in the bars of the cage. Before I've even reached it, I'm already trying to repair it. The magic makes quick work of the breach until there's only a small sliver of open space. I clench my eyes closed and leap through it, hugging my body. The bars of the cage burn me as I slip through, and I hiss in pain. Eyes still closed, I send a final burst of magic into the cage, knitting the prison back together. I hear a scream of pain as I collide with the hard ground. My brain rattles in my skull, pounding at the sharp impact. My shoulder takes the brunt of the impact and pain shoots through it. I open my eyes, locking onto the cage. A thin, shadowy arm just out of the cage, trapped in my magic. Thick, black blood drips from the severed arm onto the earth.

      Altair skids to a halt beside me as I stare at the Shades trapped in the magical prison. They howl, the very air vibrates with the sound of their screaming. Some pound their fists into the ground, while others begin to dig as to burrow their way out. I slump back onto the ground, relief washing through me. It’s done. It’s finally done. Exhaustion weighs on me, like an anvil pressing me deeper into the ground. I find Altair’s gaze and smile.

      “Let’s go home,” I say quietly.

      “We have one last thing to do,” Altair says. His eyes are dark.

      I sit up, watching as he stalks towards Sadal. With a flick of my wrist, I release the Dark God from the spell I cast earlier. Sadal doesn’t make any move to run. His body is dripping in blood, his face stained with it. He slumps, staring at the ground. I wonder if Freia’s power was just a temporary gift, or if Sadal has simply given up. Altair crouches beside him. He rests his sword beneath Sadal’s chin and lifts it up so Sadal is forced to look him in the eye.

      “Do you understand what you’ve done? What you almost did?” Altair murmurs.

      Sadal nods. “Do it,” he whispers. A tear streaks through the blood on his cheeks. “I’ve been waiting for hundreds of years.”

      "I'm glad you understand," Altair speaks like a priest absolving Sadal of his sins, but I know Altair's anger still burns in his chest.

      His sword plunges into Sadal's chest without a sound. Sadal hiccups in surprise, eyes wide. He gapes at Altair and blood drips from his open mouth. I can't hide the sorrow in my eyes or the downturn of my lips as I watch Sadal's life slip away from him. He sighs, drooping backward as Altair withdraws his sword. The Dark God is finished. Despite his crimes and his cruelty, I hope he rests in peace.

      No one speaks a word as they circle around me, waiting for my magic to pull them home. The Shades lean against the threads of the prison, stretching them. “Please,” one of them hisses. “Release us.”

      “I don’t think so,” Thal says, glaring at them.

      The Shades howl in unison, sounding like fighting cats. I turn my eyes towards Freia and curl my lip at her. She’s studying Sadal’s corpse with disgust. Suddenly, his body fades, dissolving into ash and fluttering away on a breeze. I wonder if Sadal would have truly changed if he hadn’t been tempted by Freia. “Enjoy them,” I say to her with a sarcastic smile. “I hope they never stop shrieking.”

      Freia scowls at me but I don't have time to debate whether or not it was wise to anger a Goddess. I unsheathe my dagger and drag it across my palm. My blood pools in my hand, and I see my reflection waver in it. "Lanuae praesens,” I murmur.

      And the world goes dark.
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      Altair

      “Verity?” I shake her gently, heart pounding.

      She transported us out of the Ether and into the courtyard of my palace in Desmarais. A cold wind gusts over us and I see flakes of snow in the air. The courtyard is littered with discarded wagons and crushed defenses from the battle a few months prior. Above us, the castle walls have crumbled from the explosion I instructed my alchemists to set-off if we were overrun. The towers have fallen, lying broken at the base of the castle walls. I hold Verity tightly in my arms, listening to her shallow breathing and faint heartbeat.

      “Verity?” I lick my lips nervously. She doesn’t respond, her skin is pale and sallow. “Please.”

      “Is she alright?” Erzur asks. Her brown eyes show hints of concern.

      “She needs a healer,” Thal says, glancing towards the castle. “We all do.”

      I rise, hoisting her limp figure into my arms. She doesn’t stir when I break into a sprint. I try not to jostle her in my arms, but her head rolls back and forth in time with my movements. I take the stairs two at a time, dodging debris. Servants and soldiers rush out of the main doors, gaping at us. Bells ring in the city, and I wonder vaguely if they’re announcing our arrival. The sight of soldiers and servants in the halls gives me hope that healers will be here as well despite the castle being near ruin.

      “A healer,” I say, stopping beside a soldier. “Where are the healers?”

      He points up the stair to the second floor. "They've set up in the second-floor salon, it was the only room large enough."

      I nod. The castle seems unfamiliar to me now. Its opulent marble floors are cracked from the weight of the heavy stones that fell from above. The red carpet that ran along the main halls is thin and moth-eaten, worn by the boots of a thousand soldiers. Furniture and décor are missing, likely looted, and windows are shattered. My home is destroyed. But none of it means anything if Verity doesn't wake. She must, I think desperately, she will.

      I burst through the door to the salon, a room that was once used for mingling with friends after long dinners. Now, the bookshelves that lined the walls have been replaced with brewing stations and cupboards for ingredients. The plush sofas are gone and cots in neat rows are in their place. The healers turn in unison towards me, pausing in their work. Some of them gasp when they recognize me.

      “She won’t wake up.” My voice sounds broken and weak.

      "Put her here," the nearest healer says, gesturing towards a cot. I lay her down gently. Her skin is feverish now, hot enough to burn my hand when I run it over her bare skin. The healer rips her blood-red cloak off of her and studies her body. "What happened?"

      I shake my head. Where do I begin?

      “Is she injured?” The healer snaps impatiently.

      “No,” I say. “Not enough to cause her to fall unconscious.”

      “I take it she’s a Bloodbane?” The healer eyes her cloak.

      “Yes,” I say, nodding.

      He tuts. “You need to get out. You’ll only be in the way.”

      “No,” I say sharply. “I can help. Tell me what to do and I’ll do it.”

      “My King.” The healer eyes me knowingly, as if he understands my urge to stay with Verity. But it isn’t a simple desire, it’s a need. “You must go.”

      I lay a hand on the hilt of my sword, my hand trembles. “I won’t.”

      The healer’s eyes dart between my hand and my face. He stiffens, glowering at me. “You may be the King, but this is my infirmary. You are endangering my patient and you must go.”

      “Altair.” I turn at the sound of the familiar voice. Navi stands in the doorway. Her auburn hair is longer now, brushing over her shoulders. Her sharp green eyes are softened with sympathy and I feel my shoulders sag at the sight of her. She reaches for me. “Now that you’ve returned, there are things we must discuss.”

      I know she’s right. I know the healer is right. But the thought of leaving Verity while she may be dying has my heart in pieces. A hand takes my elbow, tugging me out of the room. The healer slams the door and I hear the faint click of a lock. I drop into a crouch, head in my hands, in front of the door. My mind whirls, the impossibility of these last few days finally catching up to me. Months of war for a lifetime of peace, I assure myself. But will it be peace without Verity?

      “Altair,” Navi says. Her voice gains an edge. “Get up.”

      “Careful,” I growl.

      She doesn’t relent. “You’ve been gone for three months.”

      “What?” My voice is a guttural rasp.

      Thal and Erzur, watching, gape in surprise. “You lie,” Erzur says accusingly.

      Navi narrows her eyes at the ebony Queen. “I gave up that habit. As I said, it’s been three months and there is much to discuss.”

      “Time flows differently in the Ether,” Serus says. I jolt at the sound of his voice and the cat melts out of the shadows.

      “I have to get to Santaya,” Erzur says, spinning towards the stairs.

      “Wait,” I bark, finally relenting and rising to my full height. “Let me walk you out.”

      Erzur tosses me an amused grin. “A gentleman. That’s what I like about you, Altair.”

      “I’ll be right back,” I assure Navi as I follow Erzur down the stairs.

      Silence hangs heavy between us until we reach the main doors. I lift a hand and call for a mount for Erzur. We wait while a stable boy fetches one. Erzur watches me with a calculating look in her eyes and she heaves a sigh. Her hints at attention would be amusing if not for Verity lying prone upstairs.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “You’ll be glad you asked,” Erzur quips. She turns to me and holds out her hand. I look at with confusion and she takes mine with it, shaking it. “I’m ending our bargain.”

      “What?” My brows raise. Images of her sun soldiers attacking my borders flit through my mind.

      “Don’t worry,” Erzur says. “Consider your debt paid.”

      I study her suspiciously, but there are no signs of malice on her heart-shaped face. "Why?" I ask, not daring to hope.

      The stable boy arrives with her horse, and she swings onto it gracefully. "Verity has impressed me. Her sacrifices for us all are more than enough payment for the help of my sun soldiers in a single battle. Thank her for me, will you?"

      I nod dumbly as Erzur steers her horse out the gates. I watch her until she disappears down the road leading to the main highway. Her words have left me stunned and I’m still not sure if I should allow myself to trust her—to let myself believe in a future with Verity. It’s all I could have wanted. Suddenly, the thought of accepting our forbidden love fills me with trepidation. Will Verity even want me? What’s more, will she live?

      My shoulders sag, and I turn back into the castle. Navi and Thal are waiting for me beside another familiar face. Haru beams down at me from the top of the stairs. She's dressed in comfortable traveling trousers and furry gloves. She wraps her arms around my shoulder and pulls me into a tight hug. "Gods, you're so thin," she says, eyes filled with sympathy.

      “It’s good to see you, Haru,” I say, forcing a smile. I study her and then look around at the bustling castle. “Haru, I can’t thank you enough.”

      She silences with a raised hand. “Don’t. You saved us all. You all did.”

      "Let's not dwell on it," Thal says. His green eyes rove over Haru and I suppress a grin. Looking as greasy and travel-worn as he does, he doesn't stand a chance with her. But Thal will certainly try. He rubs his palms together. "I'm starving, anything in the kitchens?"

      “Come on.” Navi gestures for us to follow her down the stairs. “Altair, can we talk now? Will you be focused?”

      “I’m focused,” I snap.

      “Almost all of the refugees have returned,” Navi says.

      I glance towards Haru who confirms with a nod. “Perhaps a few more ships.”

      “Excellent, and the infrastructure?” I ask as we enter the warm kitchens. The smell of warm bread wafts over us. I pause in the doorway, eyes wide. “Oh, gods.”

      The kitchen is lit with a warm glow, bustling with activity. The ovens are on, fires burning with pots of boiling water or stew. Cooks and scullery maids move to and fro, chopping ingredients, pulling fresh goods from the oven, or stirring their concoctions. My throat is tight as I watch. Life here is almost normal.

      “Altair,” Navi says. I tear my eyes away from the scene before me to the others. They’re watching me. Thal meets my gaze and I see a flicker of understanding in his eyes.

      “Coming,” I say.

      We gather around the large counter in the middle of the kitchen. I catch the scullery maids looking at me curiously from time to time. I wonder how many of my people would truly believe I've returned—or if they would accept me again. After all, I am the King who brought war on their country and forced them to flee. I'm the King that destroyed my own palace out of spite. I push such thoughts from my mind and bury myself in the warm stew, fresh bread, and water. The stew sits comfortably in my belly and I sigh, pushing the bowl away from me.

      “If you’re ready,” Navi says, eyes twinkling.

      “Go ahead,” I groan, resting a hand on my full gut.

      “Desmarais is doing well. Almost all businesses and trades have reopened. Trade has begun again with our neighbors to the North,” Navi says, listing off the good news. “It’s more challenging in rural areas. The villages will be hit hard this winter. Their food stores have been depleted, and many of their homes and farms were destroyed by Sadal's army."

      I rub my temples. This is what I wanted, I remind myself. I want to be the King who cares. I want to protect my people and provide for them. “What else?”

      “Those who couldn’t reclaim their farms or homes are taking refuge in Desmarais and Anholla,” Navi continues. “We expect more when winter really strikes.”

      “And that will put a strain on the city.” I nod. “How much is left in the treasury?”

      “Enough to rebuild your castle three times over.”

      I sigh. “Finally, good news. Send trade ambassadors to our Neighbors in the North. As unhelpful as they were in this conflict, I’m sure they have an excess of food stores. Offer what we need to for food to feed the people. But be frugal. I don’t want to give them a penny more than they deserve.”

      “I already did,” Navi says with a smug smile.

      My brows raise in surprise. “Well, look at you.”

      “I spent enough time with you to know what you would do,” Navi says.

      I grin wryly. “I’m not sure about that. But, tell me, have we made a deal, yet?”

      “We have.” Navi straightens. “Shipments of food are already on their way.”

      “Good. Make sure soldiers are present at the docks when it arrives. I don’t want anything to happen to that food.” I stretch, exhaustion hitting me like a boulder. Thal’s eyes are slipping closed while he sits upright on his stool. We both need some sleep. “If that’s all, Thal and I need to rest.”

      “I think I’ll sleep right here,” Thal mumbles. “Don’t make me move.”

      I chuckle. “Alright, but don’t blame me if the cooks hit you with a broom.”

      Thal grunts in response. I slip off of my stool and stagger up the stairs to the main level. I keep my eyes trained on the worn carpet as I mount the stairs to the second floor. I stop outside the salon-now-infirmary and stare intensely at the door. I can hear bustling within, glasses clinking, and soft footsteps. Suddenly, the door flings open, and the healer who kicked me out stares at me. His eyes are filled with sympathy and my heart stops.

      “Come in,” he says. “She’s awake.”

      A chill in my veins, I follow him inside. My eyes find Verity immediately. She’s resting on the cot where I left her. Some color has returned to her cheeks but they’re still sunken. There are dark bruises under her eyes. Her lips are dry and cracked. She smiles at me and lifts a thin hand in greeting. Relief floods through me, weakening my knees. I rush to her side, dropping to my knees and taking her hand in mine. Her skin is still hot, too warm for a mortal, but it’s cooler than before. She still wears the ring I gifted her months ago on her little finger. I press it to my lips, locking my eyes on hers.

      “Verity, how do you feel?” I ask quietly.

      “They tell me I’m not doing so well,” she says. “But I’m not sure if I believe them.”

      “What’s wrong with her?” I ask, glowering at the healer.

      “It’s a sickness of her magic,” the healer says. “We don’t know much about this type of illness. It may pass, it may not. Only time will tell. In the meantime, her body will reject her magic. She used too much of it in too short a time without enough strength.”

      “Is she going to die?” My voice is guttural, pained. I hate to even ask the question.

      “No,” the healer says and my shoulders sag. Verity squeezes my fingers tightly. “But she will need a lot of rest.”

      “When can she be released?” I ask, brushing my lips over her fingers.

      “Tomorrow perhaps.” The healer turns away to rummage through one of the cupboards, leaving us a few feet of privacy.

      “I have some good news,” I whisper.

      Her pale blue eyes drift over me and she cocks a brow. “Spill it.”

      I grin at her, happy to see she has some life to her. “I spoke to Erzur before she returned to Santaya.” I pause, letting the moment build. I don’t know if I can tell her. I’m not sure how she will react to the news. “Erzur has agreed to release me from my bargain.”

      She’s quiet, eyes wide. “You mean?”

      I run my tongue over my lips nervously. “Is that something you would like?” My words are hesitant, faltering.

      Verity doesn’t speak. She tugs her hand from my grasp and my heart sinks. I drop my gaze to my knees on the cobblestone floor. Verity’s blankets rustle and from the corner of my eye I see her wringing her fingers. Suddenly, Verity stills. She waggles her fingers in front of my face and I catch a glint of metal from her ring finger.

      “What?” I trail off, lifting my head, heart fluttering.

      “Look.” She frowns, showing me the ring on her finger. It sits above her second knuckle, stuck. “This one doesn’t fit.”

      “Shall I get you another?” I cock a brow as Verity studies the ring.

      She smiles mischievously. “Is this a second proposal?”

      “It is,” I confirm with a smile.

      “Then I’ll have to think about it,” she sighs theatrically.

      I muse, playing along. “Is there anything I can do to persuade you?”

      Verity turns on her side, wincing. My thoughts flash back to the battle we fought. It feels like it was only hours ago that we risked losing it all. My stomach churns as I picture the Shades sprinting after Verity and the wild look of fear in her eyes. She looks peaceful now, but I see a new darkness in her eyes. Neither of us will ever be the same. She studies me just as intently and trails her fingers over my cheek.

      “Are you sure a wedding is a good idea? There’s so much to do here to restore Alnembra,” Verity murmurs.

      “I think a wedding would be a perfect opportunity to improve everyone’s spirits. A boast of overcoming darkness,” I say, enjoying the way her fingers linger over the scruff on my chin.

      “Then we should do it soon, and somewhere public,” Verity says.

      “Is that a yes?” My lips quirk into a smile.

      A flush creeps up her neck and to her cheeks. “It is.”

      I press a kiss to her palm, heart thrumming with joy. A part of me hadn’t believed that Verity would forgive me for betraying her for Erzur and her armies. I had worried that our brief kisses and private confessions might be nothing more than a drawn-out goodbye. But here we sit, Verity pallid and sick with magic, but beaming. I match her grin and I don’t think I could stop smiling if I tried. I kiss her gently, careful with her fragile body. She sighs softly as I pull away.

      “I love you,” I whisper, pressing my forehead to hers.

      Her pale blue eyes sparkle. “I love you too.”
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      Altair

      My heart pounds, so loud I wonder if everyone in Desmarais can hear it. I stand on the front steps of the palace.

      The walls and towers have almost been completely rebuilt using the stones from the walls that used to surround it. Now, the castle is open to swathes of rolling hills and picturesque views of Desmarais and the sea. The lawn, drive, and open spaces around are filled to the brim with people.

      Almost every citizen of Desmarais has shown up to my wedding, and more people from villages throughout Alnembra. Visiting ambassadors and royalty are also in attendance. I catch Erzur’s eye where she sits a few rows away from me. She gives me a haughty smirk and shifts so her cloak falls open to expose her ivory gown. I raise my brows, not at all surprised that she’s opted for a dress the same color as Verity’s.

      Flowers adorn every available surface. Ribbons of gold and white flutter in the breeze, looped between towers and over the crowd. An arch stands behind me, made of woven birch and decorated with moss and flowers. From above, snowdrifts over us but it isn't cold. Yesterday, Verity cast a spell over the area to ensure it would remain warm during the ceremony without melting any snow. I smile softly to myself, looping my fingers together behind my back. She recovered quickly from her illness of magic but has been using magic sparingly since.

      A bell tolls and the musicians switch their tune from one of ambient noise to a wedding march. I straighten, carefully adjusting my jacket with and straightening my trousers. A heavy cloak sits on my shoulders, lined with white fur and clasped with a golden chain. My crown rests on my forehead and I know Verity will laugh at the red mark and indentation I’ll have later when I can finally remove it. I don’t often wear my crown, but a formal occasion like this calls for it.

      Suddenly, I see Navi make her way down the aisle. She clutches at a small bouquet of peonies and forces a smile. I lift a hand and hide a snicker at the sight of her. Fae traditions are different from mortal ones. In a purely Fae wedding, we would have taken our vows in front of a crowd of royalty underneath an arch much like this one. But there would be no wedding march, no collection of women to walk before the bride, and it wouldn’t matter what Verity wore. After short vows, the Fae would dance under the moonlight. But for the sake of Verity’s traditions and my people, we’ve organized a three-day festival instead.

      Navi has been forced into a petal pink gown without sleeves. Her shoulder-length hair was curled this morning and attendants painted her face with makeup. She looks gorgeous but uncomfortable, and no amount of forced smiling can change that. She meets my gaze and her forest green eyes flash with irritation. But Navi agreed to this when Verity asked her. The two became close while Verity was recovering. Navi comes to a halt at the base of the steps and turns towards the crowd, at attention. No one can force the soldier out of Navi.

      The air changes, and tiny, golden sparks drift down from the sky. My lips quirk into a smile. It was Verity’s idea to give the wedding such drama, she thought the people would enjoy feeling like the world had a little magic left in it after the horrors they endured. Soft gasps rise from the crowd, and I know Verity was right.

      Verity enters the light and it feels as if my heart stops. She lifts her head, a blush on her cheeks as she gazes out over the crowd. I can hear her heart beating to a staccato rhythm. When her eyes finally meet mine, a smile blooms on her face. She's dressed in a simple, ivory gown, decorated with lace and pearls. The sleeves are long and cling to her arms. Once the fabric hits her waist, it hangs loosely and pools around her feet. The train is at least five feet long and fringed with gold. Her light brown hair has been curled softly and is partially hidden by a long veil. Even from this distance, her eyes capture me as they always have.

      Slowly, she starts down the aisle. I notice her hands quivering, but my own are as well. When she reaches the stairs, she hands her bouquet of matching peonies to Navi. I don’t miss the encouraging smile Navi offers her. Verity mounts the stairs, holding her gown in one hand so she doesn’t trip. The golden sparks above us waver for an instant with her concentration. I catch a flash of amber from a nearby alcove and see Serus watching.

      I take Verity’s hands, holding them tightly as I feel her tremble. Her eyes dart towards the crowd but I squeeze her fingers lightly. “It’s just you and me,” I murmur.

      “Tell that to the thousands of people out there,” she whispers, but she smiles.

      I cock a brow. “You ready?”

      She nods tightly. “Yes.”

      In Fae weddings, there is no priest, no officiant to guide beloveds through their vows. Such things are memorized before, and when they’re spoken beneath the arch, they become binding. I take a deep breath, butterflies fluttering in my stomach. From my pocket, I draw a thin, silver chain. I wrap it once around her wrist and then around mine. The chain flares with heat and Verity’s eyes widen.

      “I offer to you my life, my soul, my very blood,” I say, raising my voice so it floats over the crowd. “From this day forward, I offer food from my table, wine from my cellars, coin from my pocket, and love from my heart. Until my body becomes one with the clay from whence it was born, I will be yours completely and wholly. Until the next life, my love, when we will meet again.”

      Verity is quiet when my vows end, the last sentence echoing over the crowd. She inhales sharply and I feel her nails dig into my palms. I furrow my brows together, wondering if perhaps she’s forgotten the vows. But then she straightens, and I see her eyes shimmering. Verity takes the silver chain from my hand and loops it over our wrists one last time.

      “I offer to you my life, my soul, my very blood. From this day forward I offer food from my table, wine from my cellars, coin from my pocket, and love from my heart.” A tear slips down her cheek. “Until my body becomes one with the clay from whence it was born, I will be yours completely and wholly. Until the next life, my love, when we will meet again.”

      I break into a grin when the last word has left her lips and in bundle her in my arms. She kisses me, our chained hands clasped together. The crowd erupts behind us, and the golden sparks in the sky burst. I growl against her lips, and she giggles. When we part, the musicians strike up a merry tune. For the next three days, there will be feasting and entertainment for the people. Beyond the edge of the crowd, tents with fortune tellers, tricksters, food vendors have been erected, and many more have been erected. The majority of the crowd surges towards them now, and flames flare in the distance as entertainers begin their shows.

      The ambassadors and royalty wait as we descend the steps. Hands chained together, we greet them one by one. Verity looks breathless, cheeks flushed with happiness. I hold her tightly, not bearing to have any distance between the two of us. Heat builds in my chest as I catch her eyes and I see a flash of desire in them. But duty comes first, and so we make our rounds, thanking new and old allies for attending. Surrounded by Fae women, Thal lifts his chin towards us with a grin and a wink. He turns back to the fawning nobility with one last look at Verity.

      Erzur and Moritz approach, standing a step apart and looking hatefully at each other. I grin and shake Moritz’s hand. He offers me a rare smile above the cowl of his thick cloak. “Congratulations,” he says. “When I heard of Erzur’s generous offer to break the agreement, I couldn’t believe it. I had to send an emissary to her court to confirm it.”

      “And they refused to leave for three days until they got a personal audience with me,” Erzur says, scowling.

      “It’s nice to see you both are getting along as usual.” I grin.

      “Yes, well.” Erzur rakes her eyes over Verity and then purses her lips. “Congratulations I suppose. Altair, when Verity dies in eighty years, perhaps we can discuss another arrangement.”

      Verity’s jaw drops as Erzur smirks and glides away. “I cannot stand her,” she says, glowering at Erzur’s back.

      “Don’t worry, Verity,” Moritz says. “With your Fae ancestry, you won’t be passing anytime soon.”

      “Eighty years isn’t exactly soon,” Verity counters.

      “It is for the Fae. You’ll see.” Moritz eyes the festivities in the distance with distaste. “Enjoy the rest of your celebrations.”

      “Thanks for coming,” Verity calls as Moritz strides away, flanked by two elite soldiers.

      A woman with blazing red hair approaches, her blood-red cloak fluttering as she walks. Nearby Fae take a step back as she passes, studying her with suspicion. Verity breaks into a smile, and I straighten my shoulders, flashing a confident smile. The new leader of the Bloodbane, Grinda, is a strong woman with family in Desmarais. She understands the need for peace between us and is powerful enough to make the Bloodbane listen to her. She reminds me of Cleo in some ways, but without the murderous gaze.

      “Congratulations,” she says, lips quirked upwards. “And thank you for the invitation. It has been some time since a Bloodbane was invited to a public event by a Fae King.”

      “It’s a new beginning. We’re glad you came.” I shake her hand, making sure others see it.

      Grinda relaxes and nods towards Verity. “It is good to have a bridge between our people. We hope you will visit sometimes.”

      “I don’t know if I’m quite ready to return to the mountain keep.” Verity shudders.

      “Well, whenever you are, you’re welcome. You both are,” Grinda says with a nod of understanding.

      “We hope to work together in the future,” I say.

      Grinda smiles and begins to turn away. I notice her deadwood broom nearby. Verity steps forward. “Wait,” she calls. Grinda turns, brows raised, and Verity looks awkward. “Is there a new Dark God yet?”

      I inhale sharply at the mention of the Dark God. We left Sadal in the Ether two months ago and have heard no news about a replacement yet. Not that the Gods would inform us of such a thing. I’ve ordered my scouts to keep a close on the Bloodbane’s numbers, and they reported a slight increase in the last few weeks. If there is a new Dark God, it would explain the new Bloodbane witches.

      Grinda smiles secretively. “The Gods don’t concern themselves with us.”

      I frown at her non-answer, but she turns away before we can press her for more information. We watch as Grinda mounts her deadwood broom and launches into the sky. The sun is setting, painting the air with a purple glow. Verity slips her hand through mine, trailing Grinda through the sky towards the mountains. She sighs.

      “Is that enough work for the day?” She asks with a cocked brow.

      I scoff. “It wasn’t work, it was a friendly conversation.”

      She tugs me closer until our chests brush. Verity flashes me a wicked smile. “What would you say to some very friendly conversation upstairs?”

      I grin, desire flushing through me. "I would say that's an excellent idea," I growl.

      Smiling giddily, Verity drags me back up the stairs and beneath the arch. I glance up at it and can't help but smile as my thoughts flash back to the vows we took. The doors to the castle close behind us and I hold Verity's skirts as she climbs the stairs. She glances over her shoulder at me, eyes lit with wickedness. A growl rumbles in my chest, and I feel myself stiffen at the thought of bedding my wife. I don't know if I can make it to our rooms near one of the rebuilt towers. As if she can read my thoughts, Verity darts into a nearby hall, an empty one in the midst of construction. Work is halted for the next three days for the festival and she leads me beneath heavy wooden beams and around piles of mortar towards an alcove.

      I hoist Verity up and her legs wrap around my waist as our lips find each other. I kiss her greedily, desperately. Her breath hitches in her throat when my teeth graze her bottom lip. I draw every moan and whimper from her with my tongue, lapping through her mouth. Verity grinds against me, sending heat and pleasure flaring through me. I trail my lips down her throat and nip at her jugular. She mewls softly, nails digging into my back.

      I grin against her neck, tasting her. Visions of Verity naked and writhing on our bed fit through my mind, memories of the past months. For a brief moment, I wonder if she would prefer our first time as husband and wife to be somewhere more romantic than an empty hall. I had prepared spirits and chocolates and roses in our room for this moment. Verity whimpers demandingly, squeezing me with her thighs until I can feel her slick heat. A growl rips from my throat and I lower my lips to her breasts. Her wedding gown is still on and I can’t bear to rip it, so I lift my lips to hers.

      “Tear it,” she gasps, tangling her hands in my hair.

      “Are you sure?” I murmur, heart thrumming with excitement.

      “Do it,” she moans as I lap at her neck.

      With my teeth, I rip open her wedding gown. Pearls clatter to the ground, spilling around us. I close my lips around her breasts, teasing her with my tongue and Verity moans sharply. The sounds of her pleasure echo through the half-ruined hall. The walls are open to the night, stars winking behind us and music from the festivities floating around us. A cold breeze flits over us but Verity waves a trembling hand and it warms instantly. I smile, teeth grazing over her until her body convulses with pleasure. She clutches at me, digging her nails into my shoulders.

      With a cry of pleasure, she bucks and rolls her hips against mine. I groan, shuddering, and move with her. Her body is slick with sweat, lithe and perfect in my arms. Lit by the stars, she glows with an alabaster sheen. I kiss her hungrily, pleasure and happiness tangling together in my chest. She is mine. I am hers. Finally, after months of conflict and pain, we are allowed a happy future together. And we’ll make one. I’ll die before anything ever comes between us again.

      My kisses slow as my heart swells. She stills, moving gently and deeply against me. Ecstasy rocks my body and hers in time with one another, leaving us both slick with sweat and gasping for air. When it’s over, she leans on me, melting into me. I wrap my cloak around her and gather her ruined wedding dress in my arms. She grins tiredly at the sight of it and then pauses, eyes locked on the night sky outside the non-existent walls.

      “It’s beautiful,” she whispers, staring at the sparkling sea as the moon rises.

      I smile, studying the curve of her nose and the way her eyes turn to a murky blue in the darkness. “It is.”

      Verity laces her fingers through mine as we watch the moon rise higher together. A grin stretches over my face, despite how exhausted my cheeks are from smiling nonstop all day. Together, Verity and I will see a future of peace and prosperity for Alnembra. Together, we’ll create something beautiful. I squeeze her hand, anchoring myself to her. Suddenly, a shooting star streaks across the sky, trailed by a white hue. Verity gasps and points at it.

      “Make a wish,” she says, closing her eyes tightly. I watch as her lips pinch in concentration. I have nothing left to wish for, I have everything I could ever want with Verity by my side. She peeks at me. “You’re supposed to be making a wish.”

      I close my eyes, humoring her. “What did you wish for?” I ask quietly.

      “I can’t tell, or it won’t come true,” she whispers.

      “I see.” I smile. “Let me tell you my wish.”

      “No,” she protests but I can hear the curiosity in her voice.

      I shrug. “Alright, I won’t.”

      Disappointment tugs her lips into a frown but she tries to hide it. “Well, good.”

      “Unless you really want to know,” I say.

      “No,” she quips.

      “Okay.” I drag the word out, teasing her.

      Finally, Verity nudges me with her shoulder. “If you whisper it to me, maybe it won’t count as telling,” she suggests playfully.

      I tug her to me and press my lips to her ear, tickling her. She shivers as my breath caresses her ear, and she curls into me. I let my lips hover over her, tantalizing her, until the right moment. When her nails dig into my chest and I feel her lifting her head towards my neck, I speak. "My wish," I breathe, and she stills, "Was not a wish at all. You're everything I want."

      “Cheat,” she murmurs, but I hear the smile in her voice.

      I pull away and kiss her forehead lightly with a smile. “I couldn’t tell you anyway, I wouldn’t want it to not come true because of you.”

      “Hey!” Her brows raise as she laughs. She takes my hand, tugging me towards the main hall and the stairs to our room. “Come on, I’ll show you my wish.”

      “Wait.” I pull her back into me, draping my arm over her shoulder. “Just a little longer.”

      Verity is quiet as we stare out into the night. She rests her head on my shoulder and I feel a wave of peace and contentment. I smile softly. For the first time in a long time, everything feels right.

      And it’s perfect. She is perfect.
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        Chapter One

      

      

      Daphne

      

      “Mm-hmm,” Vania said through a mouthful of avocado toast, crumbs tumbling to the tabletop. I rolled my eyes at my best friend. “That would turn me on, too.”

      “Oh, gawd, that’s not what I meant. I wasn’t saying seeing him beat the shit out of Rhone would rev me up. I just meant—”

      “Oh, you just meant you would melt in his arms and do anything he wanted after he bashed your boss’s face in. And, I mean, anything, Daphne…” Vania grinned and flicked a baby carrot at me. I caught it deftly and popped it in my mouth. I slowly grinned as a slight breeze from the courtyard garden ruffled my blonde hair. My best friend’s brown curls were a bit messy from the debauchery of the night before…she had made that walk of shame all the way to work on time.

      “All right, maybe I would be a little more willing to explore, if he was, you know, detail-oriented…” We giggled. I sighed. “It’s just been so hard. Rhone is incredibly difficult. I had to stay at work late every day the last two weeks, and I am still running behind on the deadline for the Flores account.”

      “Rhone is such an asshole. Why can’t you just tell him off?”

      “Are you kidding me? I know you have never seen him, but there’s just something…scary…about him…” Rhone was a towering figure in my office doorway far too often. He was over six feet tall, with the broad shoulders of a swimmer or climber, clothed only in high-end designer suits. His facial hair was finely groomed, his black hair slicked in a wave around his piercing black eyes in a starkly pale face. I shivered, imagining how he could skewer me with just a look. “He takes private martial arts classes, you know.”

      Vania sat up straight, setting her tea down hard. “Do you think he would ever actually harm you?”

      “Of course not!” My protest was without hesitation, but a tiny thread of doubt trilled through my body. No…no, of course not. He will never actually hurt another person. He just enjoys the intimidating aura he has. Over his employees, over his clients, even over the bike messengers. We are all just caught up in his Rhone-sphere.

      “Ok.” Vania took another bite of her lunch. “So, tell me more about this super-hot, super-suave boyfriend that will come to your rescue and then rev your motor, gladiator-style. If he doesn’t show up soon, you can always ask Sean to confront Rhone for you.”

      I rolled my eyes again. “Sean is a mess.”

      “I know you’re afraid to lose this job, since you’re paying for your brother’s loans, but really, Daphne. This job is killing you. Does Sean make things easy on you ever?”

      “He never has.” My stepbrother had always been a little too impetuous for life to treat him fairly. He was always chasing his next inspiration, be it a girl, business, bike, college, or real estate. “I love him, regardless. I really think this next brilliant idea of his will take off—”

      “Just make sure it isn’t your money on the line, this time.” Vania’s green eyes were serious.

      I consented with a nod. “I just think—” My cell phone rang. I picked it up, groaned, and looked up at the clear midday sky, taking a deep breath. “Hello, Rhone, how can I—?”

      “Get your ass back to work. You weren’t supposed to take lunch today. I need that Flores report.”

      “I am almost done, Rhone. I will be back at the office in ten minutes.”

      “I know you are in the gardens with that twat friend of yours, Vania. Be in my office in three minutes.” Click.

      I slumped forward, the phone in my lap as I took three deep breaths. I focused on a blooming rose bush beside the table, pretending I could inhale its bloom and profit from the beauty. These gardens were a small sanctuary for me and Vania. “I have to go back to work.” I was truly touched by the look of concern and sad encouragement on my best friend’s face. I managed a weak smile back to her.

      “You have to get a new job.”

      “I can’t, Vania. He pays me too well. I will likely work late tonight, so I won’t be able to go on a run with you tomorrow morning.”

      “I don’t mind you canceling our runs, but you need to make sure you keep taking care of yourself. Running is good for you.” Vania placed her hand on mine. “I just want you to be happy.”

      “I know…I will give you a call tonight. Keep trying to find that Prince Charming for me, all right? Make sure he has blue eyes, a lust for adventure, and a mean right hook.” I blew Vania a little kiss, tossed the rest of my lunch into the trash bin, adjusted my pinstripe pencil skirt, and headed back to work.

      

      
        
        Chapter Two

      

      

      Daphne

      I flipped the pages, the swift turning making an eerie flutter on the glass walls of my office in the lone desktop light. Where was that itemized document? I swore I had made the intern alphabetize this file. I looked toward another box in the corner and blinked against the darkness. I glanced at the clock. 11 p.m. My desk light was the only one still illuminated on the whole floor. I had stayed at work until 9, but right as I was lying down for much-needed sleep at home, the Flores file information running through my mind, I realized that the entire case hinged on that itemized budget. I hadn’t remembered seeing it in the final prepared file. I had dutifully gotten out of bed and driven back to work. If that piece of information was as vital as I thought it might be, Rhone would be furious the next morning that it had been left out.

      I wasn’t supposed to be at the office this late. I had input Rhone’s own code to get onto the private elevator. I had seen him type his code in once and memorized it, not thinking I would ever have the guts to use it.

      “Where the hell is it?”

      I bent over to pull another box from the floor to my desk when a light flared on in Rhone’s office. I heard muffled voices and footsteps. My heart catapulted into my throat. I clicked off the desk lamp and crouched to the floor.

      “…know how important she is.” I didn’t recognize the voice speaking. I peered around my desk and saw Rhone and another man walking down the hallway.

      “Yes, I know. Damn Daphne. She probably didn’t even…” The voices muffled again as they moved into Rhone’s office.

      What? Are they talking about me?

      I stayed low, pulse beating rapidly in my ears, fingers clammy as I pulled open my office door. I crept down the hallway to one of the offices that looked right into Rhone’s. I stood up and hid behind a file cabinet. The glass walls were a beautiful accent to their high-powered office, but they were single pane. Now that I was closer, I could hear what they were saying.

      “So, we just wait?”

      “Yes. He should be here any moment.”

      The other man was tall, but much skinnier than Rhone. He had on a long, leather jacket and gloves. He lounged back against Rhone’s desk as Rhone rustled some papers on his desk. They had turned on one of the lamps, but the lighting wasn’t enough for me to get a good look at the other man’s face under his fedora.

      Rhone walked out from behind his desk and turned so I could see his other side. I stilled a gasp. He was wearing a sword! The scabbard was long and curved. The handle was ornate, curling with waves and crested with jewels.

      A radiant light shimmered in the middle of Rhone’s office. The sharp blues and greens were stunning. It burned brighter. I squinted away from it as it grew larger, blinding and brilliant. Then it flashed and illuminated the whole office space. I ducked behind the file cabinet again. The light vanished.

      “Welcome, Fyland,” Rhone said. I peeked back out, mouth wide open, eyes wide. What the hell? Where did he come from? Like magic? Or tech that I don’t know about?

      The man that had appeared was small, crouched over, clutching his stomach.

      “Your majesty. You have to help me.” His voice was strained. “They will be following me.”

      “What are you talking about?” The man in the long coat straightened up from the desk quickly, pulling two daggers out, one in each hand. “You mean, you failed the mission, and you have led them here?”

      Rhone held up his hand, and the man backed away, but his daggers sparkled in the light of the office lamp.

      “Fyland, you have failed me.”

      As I watched, heart pounding, my breath coming in rapid gasps I tried to quell, mouth still open, Rhone slid the sword from his scabbard. The metal of the sword was dark, but glowed green. It seemed to hiss as it left the sheath. The jewels along its hilt sparkled down the blade a few inches. I hadn’t seen many swords in my life, but there was clearly something unique about this one. Its blade curved up, slightly scimitar-like, but seemed much longer than the scabbard had shown it would be.

      Rhone held the blade out in the air in front of him, twisting it around, seeming to admire the sheen and green glow.

      “Do you have anything to say for yourself?” Rhone asked.

      “I beg you for forgiveness, m’Lord. I will take any demotion you state. I will do any job you deem necessary as I gain back your trust.” The man doubled over, clutching his stomach. I couldn’t see well enough, but it seemed like he was dripping something onto the floor. Is that blood? Did someone just teleport into my boss’s office and is now dripping blood onto the floor?

      I rubbed my eyes and leaned forward a little more. This couldn’t be happening.

      “Who is following you?”

      “Please, m’Lord.” Fyland dropped to one knee. His head sank to his chest, and I thought he might have passed out, but then he moaned. “I will tell you everything. Just, please, heal me first.”

      “I’ll take away all your pain.” Rhone held the sword with both hands. His eyes were sunken black in the lamp’s dim glow. He brought the sword down swiftly, slicing through Fyland’s neck, severing his head from his body. Fyland collapsed to the ground, blood gurgling from his severed throat artery and gushing onto Rhone’s office carpet.

      I gripped the file cabinet as hard as I could. The world blurred in front of me. I dropped to my hands and knees. I vaguely heard Rhone giving the other man commands, and I saw them moving about, but I slid closer to the ground, crawled under the office’s desk, kept my hand clasped to my mouth to prevent myself from crying out and choked back the tears of panic that were pricking my throat.

      What the Hell just happened? What do I do? What do I do?

      Get out. Get out and run.

      I looked over at the other office and took a deep breath. I steadied myself as I stood. I pulled open the door with shaking fingers, then crept, low to the floor, toward the elevators. I would need to walk by Rhone’s office…My head was faint, my stomach roiling. I was careful to stick to the shadowed side of the hallway.

      I tiptoed past them, hardly daring to look at them, hardly daring to look away. Then I dashed for the elevator and pressed the button.

      It dinged immediately.

      Idiot!

      I spun around. Rhone and the other man were staring at me. I hid my face, pressed the elevator button for 30 floors above them, then flung open the door to the stairs and raced down.

      Yelling rang out behind me as the stair door closed, but I was fleeing down the eight flights, three steps at a time, gripping hard to the railing when I needed it, then racing out of the stairwell through the lobby.

      They heard me. They saw me. I was dressed in pajamas and my hair was in a messy bun. There was no way Rhone would recognize me…But…there was no way I could keep this job, now.

      I breathed in deeply, fighting away tears: I could never work for a murderer.

      I turned the corner beside the check-in desk, looking back behind me toward the stairs as yelling grew closer. Still running, I slammed into another person and swung my head around to look at who had stopped my escape and was now holding tight to my arms. My head was boiling over with panic and my heart was beating furiously. I struggled to get loose from him.

      “Let me go!”

      I tried to jerk away from his grip, but he didn’t even move with my struggle. His strength was astounding. Was he a friend of Rhone’s? Or was he someone who would help me?

      “Calm yourself, woman,” he growled.

      I swooned at the sound of his voice, deep, guttural, resounding with power, as though he was accustomed to being obeyed.

      Part of me wanted to rebel and I pushed off his firm chest and tried to slip away. Another part of me wanted to obey and I paused in my frantic beating against his body…

      Who was he?

      

      
        
        Want to keep reading?

        Grab Your Copy at Bailey’s Website!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Subscribe & Claim Your Free Book!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Want to know all the latest updates?

        Join my Dark Dames!

        Let me do the work for you! I’ll email you anytime I have a new release (or something awesome to share!)

      

        

      
        PLUS GET A FREE BOOK FOR JOINING!

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
FéRﬁVEKWITH THE
FA K N G

BAILEY DARK





images/00002.jpeg
St PRO SED TOSBHE -+

SHADOW
KING

OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO

BAILEY DARK





images/00004.jpeg
nem

MATE

CANY)ON FLATS SHIFTERS | 1

BAILEY DARK





images/00003.jpeg
AS

*THE BEAST
KING'S BRIDE

OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO

BAILEY DARK





