
        
            
                
            
        

    
Forsaken. Foresworn. Ferocious.


Ambrose “Slay” Slater never thought he’d end up this way. His lover left him for his best friend and while he was distracted, grieving that loss, the Gols captured him, dragged him off to their infernal underground city, where he’s been a prisoner ever since. At first he imagined Ash Valley would immediately mount a rescue, but he might rot in this dungeon before that happens. If need be, he’ll reduce Golgerra to rubble himself because he’s got anger to burn.

Resilient. Regal. Risen.

Rowena has no last name, though she dubbed herself Van Alastor, bound by her promise to the prince who saved her from the pits and earned her loyalty. Born of a forced union between an Eldritch prisoner and a Golgoth guard, she is the only winged Golgoth, unique among her kind. She knew little more than the dungeons and torment until Alastor bought her freedom and added her to his retinue. Desperation drove her to return to the city that tried to destroy her in chains.

Knight, meet queen.

He is fury. She is vengeance. Together, they’ll bury Tycho Vega in the rubble, but with both their hearts aching from loss, they never expected to fall in love…
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THE JAGUAR KNIGHT


Ann Aguirre


For Shawntelle Madison, a friend who’s indisputably brilliant and multitalented

“In the sweetness of friendship let there be laughter,

for in the dew of little things the heart

finds its morning and is refreshed.”

—Khalil Gibran
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The Story So Far


In The Leopard King, Latent shifter Pru Bristow went after the pride leader, Dominic Asher, who had holed up at the seer’s retreat after the death of his wife, also Pru’s best friend. With the conclave approaching, Ash Valley couldn’t afford to let Dom’s second, Slay, run the show. It was rocky going, and they were attacked by Eldritch assassins. In the furious fight that followed, Pru finally shifted and saved Dom’s life.

In time, she convinced Dom to come back to Ash Valley because the fate of the pride rested on completing the conclave and renewing the Pax Protocols (a peace treaty between supernatural communities). Her success didn’t come without a cost, however. She agreed to become Dom’s mate and lead the pride alongside him.

Their return startled a lot of people, Slay most of all, because he’d always thought that Pru would wait for him forever. Since he didn’t want her when she couldn’t shift, she didn’t want him once she could, and Pru devoted herself to working with Dom to make the conclave go smoothly.

That wasn’t in the cards. Though the attendants all arrived safely, the Pine Ridge wolf pack and the Burnt Amber bear clan hated Lord Talfayen of the Eldritch, and nobody knew what to make of Prince Alastor of the Golgoth. Everything that could go wrong, did, including the murder of an Eldritch envoy. Talks broke down, culminating in treachery, but the Eldritch Lord’s plot went awry, as the bombs he’d set detonated too soon, catching his own people in the trap. King Tycho of the Golgoth attacked thereafter and it was all Ash Valley could do to hold.

Meanwhile, Dom and Pru tried to keep things together while falling in love. They did battle with their enemies and each other, before eventually admitting their true feelings. Slay vanished mysteriously and the leading couple finally had a wedding party, once Ash Valley was safe. Soon after, the visiting dignitaries departed, and the Numina prepared for war.

In The Demon Prince, Dr. Sheyla Halek reluctantly agreed to take charge of Prince Alastor Vega and work on synthesizing the medicine he needed for his rare illness. Since she preferred research to treating actual patients anyway, she didn’t hate the idea, but she was quite annoyed to be saddled with someone she considered an enemy. For his part, Prince Alastor liked the prickly doctor at once and spent a good deal of his time trying to charm her.

They left Ash Valley together—with her ostensibly in the role of company medic—and became closer through an arduous journey to Tycho’s likely next target: the unprotected city of Hallowell. Alastor tried his best to woo Sheyla, and while she wasn’t susceptible to his brand of charm, she did admire his determination to do the right thing for his people. Slowly, they drew together, because he understood her, and she—without realizing it—quietly partook of Golgoth courtship rites.

Eventually, they decided to embark upon a wartime romance because their passion could no longer be denied. They’d only stay together until Hallowell was safe. Afterward, they’d go their separate ways, because Sheyla belonged in Ash Valley, and Alastor had heavy responsibilities to his people. Since she couldn’t have a relationship, even a brief one, with a patient in her care, Sheyla turned treatment over to a colleague and focused on researching Alastor’s medicine.

Neither cared to admit how deeply they’d fallen for one another, and the risky romance only intensified, set against the backdrop of impending doom. When Tycho’s forces invaded, it seemed like all might be lost, but Alastor eventually won against incredible odds, mounting a successful defense of a critical foothold in the war effort, though not without painful loss and sacrifice. He also secured the allegiance of Tycho’s surviving forces, which was when Sheyla left him, as per their original agreement.

Realizing he couldn’t live without her, Alastor chased her down and officially proposed in front of her family, offering to make her his queen once he liberated Golgerra. Though her relatives were skeptical at first, eventually they agreed, and the demon prince was set to live happily ever after with his physician-queen. This decision meant rejecting other marital offers, however, which would have a fascinating impact on the war effort elsewhere.

In The Wolf Lord, Thalia Talfayen finally rose to power, but with enemies all around, she realized she needed to make a strategic political marriage to cement her position and claim the Silver Throne. After her first choices turned her down, Thalia was left with the roguish leader of Pine Ridge, Raff Pineda.

About the only thing Raff and Thalia had in common was regard for their people, though they certainly had different ways of showing that care. That led them to pursue a marital alliance, which got off to a shaky start due to Raff’s propensity for breaking the rules. When the first activity was disrupted by a vicious attack by House Manwaring and Raff was gravely injured, Thalia acted swiftly and decisively to save his life. On his recovery, Raff committed to the marriage of convenience, pledging aid to House Talfayen in return for their support later when the war reached Pine Ridge.

This wedding was anything but convenient, however. Someone attempted to murder everyone at the head table, a tragedy prevented only by Raff’s acute sense of smell. Sadly, Lileth, Thalia’s aide, was fatally poisoned. A grief-stricken and enraged Thalia was determined to punish those who helped rival Eldritch leader Ruark Gilbraith infiltrate the fortress. With some help from her new right hand, Ferith, Thalia soon discovered secret tunnels in and out of the Daruvar fortress.

Meanwhile Thalia’s former head Noxblade, Gavriel, joined forces with tiger shifter Magda to search for both the missing Ash Valley second, Slay, and the insurgents loyal to Thalia’s traitorous father.

Unfortunately, Thalia’s plan to act as bait to uncover the enemy succeeded a little too well, leaving both Thalia and an injured Raff cut off in the tunnels. They fought their way out and took refuge from a sudden snowstorm in a rustic Animari hideaway. The shared danger heightened their burgeoning attraction and they finally consummated their marriage. Realizing they had an opportunity to flush out the traitor in their midst, Thalia and Raff worked with tiger shifter Titus to retake Daruvar as their feelings for one another deepened.

Titus pretended to be a bounty hunter returning to their bodies, and a bloody battle ensued. Once they won the day, Thalia discovered that her ‘cousin’ Tirael was a traitor who had staged a coup in Thalia’s absence. Just before Tirael’s execution, the woman told Thalia that they were, in fact, half-sisters, courtesy of old Lord Talfayen. Thalia silenced Tirael with a personal execution, but her problems were far from over.

The other houses were still in open rebellion, and her own people seemed to be doubting her fitness to lead, as they didn’t wish to send children to train as Noxblades until the succession was settled. Thalia tried to talk it over with Raff, but he had a distinctly Animari outlook, which led to conflict between the two lovers. To further complicate matters, a young wolf named Sky awakened as a Seer and required Raff’s comfort and attention. Thalia stumbled on an intimate scene and misread the situation, leading her to make a drastic decision.

Thalia embarked on a suicide mission to triumph or die. She witnessed the hardship her people had experienced first-hand and learned more about the growing problem of a strange drug called gray tar. At long last, Thalia discovered her gift during the hunt-kill mission inside Braithwaite, Ruark’s stronghold. As she’d left without consulting Raff, he could only help from afar by sending drones to act as a distraction. That feint was enough to save her. With Raff’s air support, Thalia and Ferith took on House Gilbraith and won, whereupon Thalia broadcast a message of conquest all over Eldritch lands.

A triumphant Thalia returned to Daruvar with Ruark Gilbraith’s head to claim the Silver Throne as the new queen. Other Eldritch houses quickly dispatched vassals to pledge their loyalty and various Animari and Golgoth dignitaries came to pay their respects as well at her coronation. That success gave Thalia the courage to claim her man and she professed her love for Raff, who had been hers all along. But with a marriage of convenience transforming to one of true love, there were still more seeming impossibilities yet to occur…

In The Shadow Warrior, the story overlaps chronologically with The Wolf Lord. At the start of The Shadow Warrior, Noxblade Gavriel d’Alana (aka Death’s Shadow) and Animari security head and tiger-shifter Magda Versai reluctantly joined forces. Molded since childhood to be the perfect deadly weapon wielded by Eldritch royalty, Gavriel was devoted to Princess Thalia Talfayen to the exclusion of all else. The life of a Noxblade was lethal and lonely, and the loss of his brother Oriel in a fight with the Animari, further isolated Gavriel.

Animari Wolf leader Raff Pineda was on the verge of marrying Thalia, so to his displeasure, Gavriel was forced into close contact with Magda. For her part, although she was ostensibly guarding Raff as he courted the princess, Magda had a secondary personal mission – find out what happened to fellow cat Slay from Ash Valley who disappeared during a battle. Did Slay leave voluntarily to conspire with the enemy or was he taken captive? Surprisingly, Gavriel offered to help track Slay in the surrounding Eldritch territory.

Despite their outward differences, Gavriel and Magda were both loners tormented by their own secrets and hidden desires. Magda was haunted by a curse that kills any potential mate that she loves. Having lost two people to this horrific curse, Magda knew she was destined to be alone. With the princess no longer needing him, Gavriel figured there was not much reason for him to live, so why not seek a glorious death? Gavriel was also isolated by having had to keep his submissive sexual preferences a secret throughout his life. However, Gavriel’s deepest desires were revealed to Magda during an intense sparring session. Despite herself, Magda was intrigued and attracted to Gavriel and enjoyed playfully baiting him.

During their hunt for evidence that Slay had been transported through Eldritch territory, Magda and Gavriel were forced to fight some insurgent Eldritch loyal to Thalia’s deceased father. Ominously, those attackers appeared to be zombie-like killing machines. Finding out what transformed these warriors and who was behind it, became an imperative. Their enforced closeness gave Magda and Gavriel the unique opportunity to see beneath the masks they showed the world, to the damaged individuals underneath—and the more they discovered, the more attracted they became. To make sure her curse did not engage, Magda figured that a sexual liaison based on friendship and not the heart would be perfect. For the first time in his life, Gavriel felt free enough to experiment with his sexual desires.

As their hunt continued, they discovered a small group of Eldritch, starving and on the run from a civil war between various houses. But the real danger came from the Dead-eyed warriors who descended on Ancalen. These Deadeyes took a drug, gray tar, that appeared to remove their souls (or free will) and leave them merciless killing machines. Unable to abandon the survivors, Magda and Gavriel escorted the small band to Kelnora and safety even though it meant losing Slay’s trail. As Magda and Gavriel spent more time together protecting each other’s backs, the trust between them grew so that they felt comfortable sharing their pasts and the events that shaped them; including Magda’s curse and how Gavriel and his brother Oriel were abandoned to be raised by the Noxblade Guild.

Magda and Gavriel headed to Ancalen to learn more about the Deadeyes. Once there, they fought and destroyed the Deadeyes they found, but more importantly Magda discovered the drug was an Animari medicine from the Burnt Amber lab. Someone in the bear-shifter clan was illegally providing the medicine to the Eldritch. Unfortunately, during the fight Gavriel was gravely wounded and poisoned. In a desperate attempt to save him, Magda gave him a transfusion using her own blood.

No sooner had Gavriel recovered when they received a desperate message from Daruvar informing them that Thalia’s cousin Tirael turned traitor and that Thalia was undertaking a perilous quest to kill her enemy Ruark Gilbraith. They returned to the fortress to await the outcome of Thalia’s dangerous mission. Thalia was triumphant and claimed the Silver Throne as queen. During Tirael’s coup attempt, Lileth, Thalia’s aide, was killed. Gavriel learned that Lileth left him a letter. In that letter was the confession that she was his mother and that he and his brother were born of her rape by Lord Talfayen. The news meant that Thalia and Tirael were his half-sisters. Devastated and angry, Gavriel turned to Magda for comfort and the two of them decided to leave to finish their previous task and find the rogue loyalist stronghold.

After informing Callum McRae, War Priest of Burnt Amber, what they had learned about gray tar and the traitor in his midst, they returned to Kelnora and heard of a suspicious group gathering on the Finger Islands. Magda and Gavriel were transported to the island where they discovered that it used to be Perlsea, the stronghold where secret Eldritch experiments led to the creation of the Golgoth race. With the element of surprise on their side, Magda and Gavriel fought and destroyed the rebel raider’s enclave. Gavriel blew up the stronghold, while Magda took care of the guards. However, Magda was shot during the fight and nearly died from poisoning. Magda managed to survive and reunite with a desperately worried Gavriel. As they waited for their boat to return, they had life and love affirming sex, which terrified Magda as she realized that her love for Gavriel triggered her curse. When Gavriel didn’t die on the morning he was supposed to, he told Magda that when the Seer spoke of the curse and said, “only death” could stand up to the shade that haunted her, he meant Gavriel, who is known as “Death’s Shadow”. Neither Magda nor Gavriel wanted to return to their previous lives, so they decided to start over, together.

In The War Priest, part of the aftermath of the treacherous attacks on the Ash Valley conclave by both the Eldritch and Golgoth, which led to the fall of the Pax Protocols peace treaty between the supernatural communities, meant that Callum McRae, a bear shifter monk with the Order of Saint Casimir, was forced to assume leadership of the Burnt Amber bear clan. Beren, the previous leader of Burnt Amber, was killed by an explosion during the Ash Valley attack, which compelled Callum, his heir and closest relative, to step in to fill the void. A monk for the last fifteen years, Callum felt entirely wrong for the job but couldn’t abandon his people in wartime.

Now that Thalia Talfayen had killed her rival and became queen of the Eldritch, the various communities converged to attend her coronation in Daruvar. That included lynx shifter and singer Joss Bristow who performed during the ceremony. Joss was happy to see Callum once again, as she had previously fallen in love with him at first sight. Knowing that he was a monk and off limits, didn’t stop her heart from yearning. Joss learned from a conversation with Magda, that someone from Burnt Amber was illegally selling an Animari medicine from the Burnt Amber lab to the Eldritch. This medicine had a horrific effect on the Eldritch, turning them into merciless killing machines.

News came that the Golgoth were marching on Burnt Amber and amassing near the border. This forced Callum and the rest of the bear clan who attended the coronation to leave immediately for home. Joss both wanted to do something to help and to stay near Callum, so when she heard grumbling amongst his people about how depressing and soul sapping his Martial Law edicts were, she got the idea of traveling to the hold to do a musical show to improve morale and people’s spirits. Callum had been about to reject Joss’s offer, but he got distracted by an urgent message from Renna, the woman who would’ve become Beren’s mate and was managing the hold in Callum’s absence. The Golgoth were on the march and would arrive at Burnt Amber by morning. Callum and his clan left immediately and raced home to arrive before the Golgoth attack. They barely made it in time, while Renna activated their defenses right behind them.

Callum was horrified to discover that in the confusion of the mad dash to Burnt Amber, Joss came along for the ride. Joss’s tendency to leap before she looked often got her in trouble, and sure enough, she was trapped at Burnt Amber, unable to get home. True to her sunny nature, Joss made the best of the situation and used her impressive singing talent to boost the bears’ morale. Staying with Callum was both wonderful and torturous. The more time she spent with him, the more Joss realized how heavy the burden of command was and how isolated Callum felt. If she couldn’t be his mate, then Joss would be his friend.

Callum was baffled and confused by Joss. He was used to people fearing his reputation and his churlish monk persona, terrified of him unleashing his ferocious rage. Not Joss; she smiled, asked questions and offered tea and support. Callum became a monk for a reason, and he did not trust his passions. Yet for the first time in fifteen years, Joss tempted him to break his vows.

As the Golgoth siege continued, Callum asked his new chief of security Jere Vidal to investigate who in Burnt Amber was illegally selling the medicine to the Eldritch. Joss’s concerts offered a temporary lift for the residents. The skirmishes were unrelenting, and the bear clan did prevent the Golgoth from overrunning Burnt Amber, but it cost many lives.

Callum found that Joss was invaluable in helping him comfort and notify family members of those lost in battle. The shared sorrow brought Joss and Callum even closer and made Callum consider forsaking his vows. They even shared their animal forms with each other. But Joss understood that breaking vows would be devastating for Callum. While she loved the grumpy bear, she told him she would find a way to get over him. The unexpected arrival of the monks from the Order of Saint Casimir added to Callum’s emotional confusion. The monks decided that given the dire circumstances, they could no longer stay out of the fight, so they offered their resources. Up until now, Burnt Amber had been successful in protecting their tech industrial complex from the Golgoth, mainly by keeping its true whereabouts hidden.

Joss had an idea about how to secretly communicate with her cousin Pru in Ash Valley using antiquated signal technology and a code they used as kids. After a test, it did prove successful, so Burnt Amber had a way to request help from the other clans. During another skirmish, Callum was overrun and in danger of death, when Joss, in lynx form, suddenly attacked, giving him a precious opening. Joss putting herself at risk for Callum’s sake moved him so much that he finally understood it was fear making him cling to the status quo, not faith or devotion. Callum confessed to the abbot that his heart was divided and that he was choosing Joss. Abbott Ambari agreed to meditate on Callum’s request for release from his vows.

When the Golgoth unexpectedly pulled back, Joss agreed to go on stealth recon to find out what they were up to. As a lynx, she was much better at stealth than bears. What she learned was truly chilling, for the Golgoth King, Tycho Vega, had ordered his troops to destroy the town of Bright’s Landing, killing all the residents. Joss raced ahead of the troops and gave warning, trying to rescue as many of the town’s people as she could. While Joss managed to rescue some, it was still a horrific bloodbath.

With Callum’s heir presumed dead in the massacre, the abbot granted Callum’s request to be free of his vows, which allowed Joss and Callum to express their physical love for the first time. Callum still carried the scars from his previous relationship since he felt guilty over the suicide of his former love. Joss however offered support, understanding that mental pain and anguish was never only about one thing and while the outcome was tragic, it did not mean that Callum was solely responsible. Then Joss unexpectedly discovered Renna smuggling pill packets out and realized she was the one sending the contraband to the Eldritch. It turned out that Renna’s family had been kidnapped and this was the ransom. Joss consoled Renna but warned her that she would inform Callum.

Events came to a head as the Golgoth figured out where the factory was located and planned to attack. Communication with other clans was down, so Burnt Amber assumed it was on its own. Despite all their efforts, it looked like they would lose the war, so in a last-ditch effort, Callum led his troops to a final confrontation with the Golgoth. Joss intended to be by his side on the battlefield, but after a night where they made passionate love, Callum left Joss behind and asked her to take care of his people.

As Callum and his troops made their last stand, Joss managed to communicate with Pru who had marshalled reinforcements from the other clans, Queen Thalia and Prince Alastor. A desperate Joss communicated with Callum via their dreams, telling him to hang on, that help was coming. Joss went to the rally spot and helped lead the allied forces to Callum. The forces arrived in time and a united Numina fought together and defeated Tycho’s troops.

Following the battle, the allies reinstated the old Pax Protocols. Everyone agreed that Tycho Vega must be eliminated. Prince Alastor promised to lead the attack on Golgerra and destroy Tycho. Joss requested that when Prince Alastor took Golgerra, he would search for Renna’s missing family. When Renna confessed to Callum, he was angry with the whole situation and that she had been desperate enough to take such steps, but he forgave her.

With Burnt Amber safe, and to the delight of his people, Callum proposed to Joss publicly after one of her concerts so they could build a new life together. Joss joyfully accepted.

And the world waited to see how the tyrant would fall…


1.


Rowena returned to Golgerra in chains.

She’d tasted freedom, known what it was to soar in an open sky. It was too much of a juxtaposition, being dragged in manacles, her entire body bruised and aching, while the jeering crowd threw refuse at her. Even the back ways that allowed the guards to pass through Golgerra into the undercity held onlookers eager to judge her for fabricated crimes.

Just like the old days.

Memories carried her away from her present pain. The great tyrant Tycho Vega had enjoyed tormenting her, taking great delight in her shame and humiliation. It hadn’t been so bad when her mother was alive; she had done her best to shield Rowena, taking punishments in her stead until her frail body could tolerate the abuse no longer. It was natural that she’d seek others who were also angry over their circumstances, furious over brutal mistreatment and endless privation and devastating loss. The resistance had tried to overturn the system. They’d failed.

Soon after the rebellion was betrayed from within, Alastor came with Dedrick at his side, and he’d called upon the ancient tradition of the blood debt, whereupon he paid for the release of all prisoners who were about to die. Beneath the brutal heel of a long line of Vega despots, crime and punishment were laughable in Golgerra, and the sentence never fit the crime. That was how generations of citizens had become the foundation of society, toiling endlessly as prisoners for no pay and with no light at the end of the tunnel.

Until Alastor.

When he appeared just before Rowena’s execution—as she’d been sentenced during one of Tycho’s rages—she’d thought she was hallucinating—from bad food, overwork, and tainted water. No one so beautiful could be real yet there he was, like a figure that might’ve stepped out of a panel in a stained-glass window. Not that she’d known such things had existed back then. No, her reaction had been a visceral sort of wonder, not fully understanding what was happening, even as he bought her freedom with most of his personal assets. Tycho had been furious at being thwarted, so much that his rampage continued for days.

Rowena couldn’t find it in herself to pity his household staff. At least they were free to leave, if they dared. Once he’d completed the deal, Alastor had told the former prisoners, “You can leave Golgerra and choose never to see this place again. I didn’t do this to compel your service. But it’s become clear to me that I must step up, even if I don’t want to. Even if it’s difficult. And for that resistance, I’ll need loyal retainers. I have no army of my own. I have little support in the city above. So I come to you, asking, will you help me take back our home?”

Only a handful left that day. The rest? They dropped to one knee at once, some overwhelmed, in tears at the notion that their service could hold value. We called ourselves the Exiles. Rowena had numbered among them, so proud that she could scarcely contain the feeling. Even then, she’d known she was witnessing a historic moment, a meteoric rise to greatness. Together, they pledged to serve Prince Alastor until he took the throne from his brother.

She’d meant every word, and she didn’t regret that decision.

Not even now, with her heels dragging down the steep stone steps. Back in the bowels of Golgerra, where she would await Tycho Vega’s wrath. This time, he wouldn’t torment her for amusement. His ire was terrifying, equal measures controllable and childish. A tiny portion of her pitied him because he was so obviously incomplete, unable to process emotions as others did. No matter what stimulation he received, it would never be enough to make him a decent person.

Back in Hallowell, she’d lied when Sheyla Halek asked if Rowena had met the tyrant, for she didn’t wish to disclose her sordid history to someone she barely knew, a woman who was important to Prince Alastor and therefore to Rowena as well. She’d cared far too much about making a good impression.

The lie was safer. Simpler. So few of her choices were.

“Back again, darling?” The mocking words roused her from reverie, a sneer from the guard who had murdered Rowena’s mother, many years ago.

Timms was a thin, pallid creature with a graying beard, nearly the same shade as his milky skin. His eyes glittered with a febrile light and he licked his lips constantly, pink tongue flickering out like a snake tasting the air. Ignoring the taunt, Rowena lifted her chin, or she tried. Difficult when she was being pulled along like a toy on a rope. The noise and the smell, how could she have forgotten? She tried not to react, but the tyrant had the undercity brimming with those he’d deemed unworthy of life up above, as if petulantly determined to erase all signs of the good his brother had done.

The undercity was unrelentingly grim, all gray stone, impenetrable walls, and thin, hopeless people clad in rags. Rowena hit the ground hard as the guard shoved her through the heavy double doors. Down here they didn’t need cells; this was more of a warren or a dungeon complex, riddled with fungal outbreaks, rampant disease, bacterial infections, and endless labor. With hands worked to the bone, they sewed the fine clothes they wore above and made other luxury goods, like fancy soaps and unguents, that the favorites couldn’t live without, products so expensive that prisoners were routinely killed for botching a batch.

The guard spat at her—would’ve been on her if she hadn’t rolled in a tangled jangle of chains. Worth the kick in the side just to piss him off. She wasn’t the same captive who had never known anything but a life of servitude. Now, she remembered the feel of the sun on her face, of people who listened to her words with respect, and those who believed wholeheartedly that she had a great deal to contribute.

You will regret bringing me back here. You will. I’m the trap you’ve fallen into, and I’ll tear this place apart with my bare hands if I must.

They probably intended to use her as leverage against Prince Alastor, but she’d die before letting that happen. It would be the easiest decision in the world. In his service, she had learned higher math, how to read maps and books, and about the history that Golgerra preferred to keep secret. She’d traveled to other holds and learned that the Animari weren’t the vicious attackers that Tycho alleged. He used fear to rule the rest of his cohort, touting himself as the lesser of two evils. With vile rhetoric, he fanned the flames of hatred and xenophobia, ensuring that the sheep who followed him would never think for themselves.

“They will conquer us if we don’t have a strong king,” he had shouted, golden and glorious, pacing like a caged predator. “Do you want them to eradicate us? Utterly annihilate our way of life? I am your sword and shield. I have protected you. Guarded you! From an outside world that wishes to destroy you.”

Rowena had only heard the speech because she was bound in Tycho’s chambers, awaiting one of his dreadful games. Sometimes she didn’t understand why she’d survived when things were so terrible, and now she knew. Just before Rowena’s capture, she’d read a story in Hallowell during the siege about the Phoenix, a story of death and rebirth. Now she imagined the beautiful illustrations in her mind’s eye, such glorious colors, and she knew that she would never be broken, no matter what they did to her.

I will rise.

They might succeed in killing her, but break her? Never.

I will fight until my last breath.

The guard kicked her again, dragging her back to bleak reality. She kept her gaze flat, not revealing a hint of the rage and loathing that boiled in her veins.

“Eyes down,” Timms snarled.

She dropped her gaze.

“You’ll report to Chief Warden Bidwell in the eastern sector. If you cause problems, you’ll be sent to reeducation.”

“I understand,” she said tonelessly.

“Not your first time, is it? Get up. I won’t carry you, and if you make me haul you like a carcass, I’ll leave a few marks to remember me by.”

Rowena could’ve pointed out that he was the one who’d pushed her down in the first place. Waste of energy.

With great effort, she pulled to her feet, feeling every movement in achingly sore muscles, deep bruises that dotted her skin like abstract art. On standing orders from Tycho, given ages ago, they’d left her face alone. He didn’t like it when others marred his pretty toys and the utter maniac believed Rowena belonged to him.

With Timms prodding her from behind with a device that would leave her a gibbering, pissing puddle if he activated it, she stumbled through the warren, seeing no familiar faces. That was a blessing, as it meant that most of those she’d served with were still free still at Prince Alastor’s side. There was no electricity here, no running water, just cisterns that received an outpouring whenever those in the city above felt so inclined. It was a miracle any children survived to adulthood under these conditions, but Rowena’s existence proved it was possible, a testament to her being hardier than she looked.

At last they reached their destination, a filthy, vermin infested hovel that already housed too many. Again, Timms shoved her, cruelty for its own sake. Tangled in her chains, Rowena pitched forward, knowing she couldn’t right herself in time.

A lean prisoner caught her, his eyes glowing like topaz, bright as sunrise, hot as hate.

Slay stared at the woman in his arms.

She was so light that she felt as if she might have hollow bones like a bird, and she seemed delicate, more akin to the Eldritch than the Gols. In this light, he could barely make out a tangle of pale hair and eyes too big for her face. Yet when she steadied herself and stepped away from him, he detected steel in her spine, determination in the way she widened her stance. The bruises all over her attested to the wretched treatment she’d received, but she made a point of keeping to her feet, even as the asshole barked orders at her, all related to her work assignment.

Though his first instinct was to rush the guard, it would get him nowhere. The first few months of captivity, he’d tested all the boundaries, tried to escape until they couldn’t bleed him fast enough to keep up with the punishments he accrued. They stole samples too, blood and flesh that they’d used in monstrous experiments. Using creative techniques, acid, and specially treated black iron blades, the torturers even managed to give him a few scars, unusual among the Animari. Healing the constant wounds wore him down, until he feared he might die without ever getting a chance to tell Pru that she’d been right—that he was sorry.

I should’ve fought for her.

Should have told my mother I didn’t give a shit about bloodlines.

Should never have sent her to Dom, letting her think I didn’t give a damn if she came back or not.

There were so many words he’d left unsaid, because he didn’t think he needed to speak them. Because Pru would always belong to him, right? She’d waited for ten years, and they were meant to be together. He bit back a sharp laugh, wondering why he was thinking of Pru, now of all times. Maybe because he hadn’t touched another person without trying to fight them since he’d last held her. He’d wrapped his arms around Pru, begging her not to leave him, and then she broke his hold, so strong and implacable about putting him behind her, like he was something she’d stepped in, not the man who’d loved her as best he could for his entire damn life.

Silently, Slay admitted that wasn’t fair. Because it was true; he’d let her wonder while he worked on persuading his mother. He’d limited his time in Pru’s bed and he didn’t realize that she took that to mean he considered her disposable, a warm body that could easily be replaced by someone who had his mother’s approval. It had been self-defense more than anything, not wanting to form a mate bond before he had his mother’s blessing. Lorelle had raised him on her own, and she had impossibly high standards. Slay had believed that Pru would hang in there, as she always had, until he got the situation sorted.

Yeah, well. You were wrong. You were a good son and a terrible partner.

With unending remorse, he recalled the meeting of their families, when he’d said, “Sorry. I need a stronger partner. Someone who can fight by my side.” He’d only stepped in to keep his mother from saying worse. What was the truism, cruel to be kind? Slay had thought it was better that the rejection came from him, just a temporary one, and he’d tried to smooth it over—to make Pru understand that he didn’t mean it, only she wouldn’t let him raise the subject ever again, wouldn’t hear his explanations.

That’s when it fell apart. We fucked after that, but she never forgave me. And I had no idea how she felt. I thought I had all the time in the world, but that’s when she wrote me off. Afterward, I was a habit she couldn’t quit.

Until Dom gave her a reason.

Fucking Dom. Some best friend.

Slay might’ve taken solace in the fact that he’d done right by his mother, who had sacrificed a great deal for him, but Lorelle Slater died in the bombing of Ash Valley. Before the conclave, he’d lost Pru, and after the bombs went off, he lost the mother who’d kept him from the woman he adored, all in such a short span that his head spun. Hell, he’d tried to bury himself in work, make himself useful to Ash Valley, but he’d fucked that up too, getting captured while on mission to take out the C-TAK shelling the walls.

Now, he was marking time, making mental notes about Gol routines and recovering from the last round of interrogations. So far, they hadn’t gotten shit out of him. Stubbornness might well be his defining characteristic, and frankly, at this point, any intel he gave up would be out of date. If they knew that, it explained why the rounds of questioning were tapering off, interest reduced by his reduced relevance. Soon he’d just be another drudge.

“I won’t bother giving you the tour.” The guard raised his arm like he’d hit the newcomer one last time, but she didn’t flinch. He spat again as he removed the transport chains. “Be ready to work tomorrow at six bells.”

That was how they kept time down here, where shadows fell too deep for the sun to mark the days and nights. He suspected that prisoners slept for shorter periods, forcing them to work more, so he wasn’t sure if a “day” below would be the same as one above. Slay hadn’t appreciated how precious it was to be born in Ash Valley. Not until he spent countless days in a Gol prison, wondering if he’d end his time in this hellish hole.

Nobody said a word, hardly daring to breathe, until the security officer stomped away, fearless despite the numbers that surrounded him. Everyone was thin and worn, like a shirt washed until the fabric showed skin. Slay wondered, at first, why they didn’t rebel, but the same channels that let the upper city fill the cisterns would also let them flood the place. Everyone down below could be drowned with the toggle of a lever, and he doubted the assholes in the higher tiers would give a damn.

There was no fighting when they didn’t need soldiers to do their killing. No, this was a permanent slum, bonded to hopeless servitude for crimes their ancestors committed in some cases. In others, they were prisoners of war. Like Slay and maybe the new woman who’d slowly turned to face him while he was lost in thought.

“Thank you,” she said, low.

His eyes widened with poorly concealed surprise. She had a husky voice, deeper than he expected from her slight frame, a glass of old whiskey and a crackling fire, or someone who’d just tumbled from bed. All three, possibly.

“For what?”

“Catching me.”

“You’re welcome.” It had been pure instinct, not a conscious decision to help, not that the woman seemed to be listening anymore.

Instead, she peered into their collective bedroom. The stone alcove where they slept had been cut into the rock and there were pallets laid side by side, forcing ten people to squeeze in where five should fit. Slay had woken up more than once with strangers reclining on him, arms and legs everywhere. Sometimes he went cat because the Gols were less likely to encroach on his space that way, and it was easier to keep himself clean in that form too. Guards didn’t like it when they showed up and had to wrangle a jaguar, though. The first time it happened, he got extra time in the box—what prisoners called solitary confinement. It wasn’t so bad in the beginning, but after a while, he started hearing voices.

Pru, sometimes. Why didn’t you love me more? Why didn’t you tell me sooner?

His dead mother, quite often. It burns. I can’t breathe. Help me, please. Please…

With a deliberate shake of his head, he wondered if the woman they’d dumped practically on top of him had news of the outside world. Despite evidence of a recent beating, she’d clearly eaten better than everyone else and when he drew closer, her skin glimmered in the rushlight, showing signs that she’d been in the sun recently. He tried not to come across as deranged or desperate; in truth, he was both.

“Sounds like you’ve been to the undercity before,” he said then.

“I was born here.”

And she escaped? There must be a way.

Slay tamped down the frantic wave of hope. “How did you get out? Can you find the route again?”

A flicker of a smile curved her mouth. “If only I could. Prince Alastor paid the blood debt for a whole platoon of us. I served with him and now I’m a prisoner of war. The tyrant will torment me until he gets bored and then execute me as a traitor.”

Slay stilled, unable to process the matter-of-fact way she made that declaration. Not with dramatic flair or hyperbole, just a quiet assessment of her situation and its inevitable outcome. For some reason, it did something to him, knowing that she—like him—stood in a shadow so deep that she couldn’t imagine the light ever getting back in again.

He had no explanation for his next words. “Not if I can help it.”
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Rowena laughed.

It was rude, certainly, and out of place in the undercity. Levity and joy seldom found purchase here, so she drew a few stares from their fellow prisoners. Quickly their eyes slid away. None of them strayed close, giving her current companion a wide berth. This man must be a troublemaker, judging by the number of fresh scars marring his arms and shoulders. The others likely preferred not to associate with him, lest they attract attention from the authorities. Such concerns mattered to her not at all since a target had been marked on her back since birth.

The Vega legacy was beyond twisted, and the tyrant’s father had brought him to the undercity as a boy, instructing Tycho to pick a plaything. It was unbelievable that he hadn’t killed her with his fascination over the years, though he’d skirted dangerously close to the edge. Oddly, his interest never waned, though there were respites when he was busy. The tyrant always returned to plague her. Always. There had been times when Rowena wished her life would end. Now, however, she refused to die before she brought the tyrant low.

The only question was how.

But this man had been observing in incredulous silence; it was rude of her not to reply. “What can you do to stop it?” she asked, as her amusement subsided, swirling away like dirty water down a drain.

“Hell if I know. But it seems like you’re no more resigned to your fate than I am. Maybe we should team up.”

Intrigued, she took a closer look. This one hadn’t been born in the undercity. Too much muscle, too defiant and strong, even bearing the marks of punishment. He’d been here less than a year, she reckoned, not long enough to accept his fate. Perhaps he’d been banished for some petty crime, a shame if that were true, as he’d—suddenly, she narrowed her eyes. His features seemed familiar somehow, as if she’d seen him somewhere before.

In a moment, recollection sparked in her brain. She’d glimpsed him in passing before the conclave. This was the Ash Valley lieutenant who’d gone missing after one of the battles. Gossips had argued whether he was a prisoner of war or a traitor incited by some petty personal grievance. It seemed she had the answer, not that it did her any good.

“You’re Animari,” she whispered.

He cut her a sharp look and moved closer, his voice deep and low. “How do you know that? Your people don’t have enhanced senses.”

Rowena raised a brow. “My people?”

“You smell like an Eldritch.”

The Animari couldn’t know what a comfort that was—to learn that she smelled more like her mother than the Golgoth who’d viciously ravished the woman who bore her. But there was no denying that half of her nature either. She had no Eldritch gift, and her sire’s brutality lived and breathed in her; she was subject to the same blood rage after every battle. Since the Animari was a stranger, she didn’t confide her thoughts.

Instead, she said, “Then neither of us belongs here.”

“Right there with you. I’ve memorized the patrol routes and times. The guards really aren’t the problem, though.”

“No, it’s the fact that we’d have to make our way up through all the tiers, and none of the citizens would lift a finger to help us. We need to be invisible or we need to foment a rebellion. There’s no middle ground.”

“I’ve been called a sneaky bastard in my time, but I suspect we’d get caught at some point. Does that mean you’re up to rouse some rabble?”

“Beats certain death,” Rowena said.

She didn’t touch people casually. The tyrant had taken too much from her, too often, and without consent for her to offer such contact readily, but for some reason, she extended a hand to the Animari who’d proposed the partnership. “I’m Rowena.”

“Slay,” he said, shaking her hand firmly.

That’s right.

In Ash Valley, she had heard the name and promptly forgot it, as she cared only about serving Prince Alastor’s interests. Sometimes he’d asked her to repeat the local gossip, so she kept her ears open. There had been a minor scandal, something about this man’s lover marrying someone else and suddenly becoming one of the pride leaders. A power move, it sounded like, more than a love match.

She made a snap decision, regarding Slay steadily. “Under the circumstances, I won’t say it’s nice to meet you, but it is convenient. I could use an ally. Tell me a little about yourself so I can assess your strengths.”

“Wow, that’s direct. Hm. Let me think… I don’t know that I’ve ever been asked to sum myself up like this before.”

The scrutiny intensified as they spoke. Other prisoners would sell them out in a heartbeat if they overheard any talk of rebellion. “It would be better if we spoke privately.”

“Here?” Slay glanced around their accommodations with a dubious air.

“There’s an alcove around to the side. Too narrow for sleeping but we can talk without being observed at least. The guards know about it so you can’t use it to kip off work, but the others…” She jerked a chin at a prisoner whose gaze skittered away when she glared. “Won’t bother us. Come on.”

I’m not a victim anymore. I’ve been taught to read. To resist. To fight. Maybe if she chanted that in her head often enough, she’d fully believe it, no longer fighting echoes of her past that left her feeling impotent. Besides, she wasn’t a prisoner. Not truly.

The Animari followed her without question, and really, she needed to talk to him about that. Because people in the undercity would turn in the blink of an eye, treachery rewarded by a little more grain in their ration pack. For now, though, his faith served her purpose. She led them to the niche she’d mentioned, more like a fissure in the wall barely big enough for the two of them. It was dark inside, so she couldn’t make out his features.

He seemed to be leaning against the wall, giving her as much space as possible. “You wanted me alone. Here I am.”

“Be careful who you talk to,” she warned. “You can trust me, but you’ve no way to verify that. If you go around mouthing off about rebellion—”

“They’ll kill me,” he finished.

“As long as you know. A while back, before Prince Alastor liberated me, there was an underground—”

“The whole damn city’s underground,” he cut in.

Rowena stifled an impatient sigh. “Would you listen?”

“Sorry, go ahead. I should put that in my self-assessment. Impulsive, don’t think before I talk. Hot-headed.”

That was way more honest than people usually were. In her experience, folks were more likely to gloss over their faults and polish their strengths to a dazzling shine.

“Noted,” she said. “Anyway, I had contacts with people who were slowly laying plans. But before anything came to fruition, they were betrayed. Mass executions. I would’ve been among them, if not for Prince Alastor.”

“Saving you like a hero in a storybook.”

Rowena glared in his general direction, assuming he meant that in a mocking sense, but in the end, she decided not to quarrel with a new ally. It didn’t matter if he made fun of her for idolizing the exiled prince. There was much to admire—from Prince Alastor’s kindness, his dedication, his determination to do right by his people, no matter what it cost him. She’d seen the consequences time and again, the result of a body pushed too far by his implacable will.

“The point is, I propose that we comply with all instructions and act resigned to our fate while I put out feelers to see if the old movement survived the purge. We can’t do this alone.”

“Understood. I’ll be a model prisoner,” he promised.

To her mind, that wrapped everything up for the time being, but she kicked the convo back to him out of courtesy. “Anything else you’d like to discuss?”

Slay decided that sounded like a challenge, as if Rowena had already decided that he was the brawn of this operation.

“Fair is fair,” he said. “You asked me to catalog myself for your benefit. Shouldn’t you do the same?”

“That’s a valid point.” She paused, and when she bit her lip, thoughtful, he could see her perfectly well in the dark, another benefit of jaguar senses.

In fact, it was better in complete darkness than in the flickering lights inside that didn’t allow his night vision to kick in. Here, he could discern the delicacy of her features. Her face was wide across the cheekbones, narrowing at her chin, and her mouth was currently pressed into a contemplative line.

It’s weird, right? He sympathized with her struggle. Probably she didn’t think about such things too often either. Nobody went around like, hm, what am I good at?

“I’m calm in a crisis. Logical. I make critical decisions quickly. I am difficult to intimidate and I have an exceptionally high pain tolerance.” The cold way she proclaimed that last trait sent chills down his spine.

What did these assholes do to her so she knows that without a shadow of a doubt?

“Damn. You’re tougher than you look.”

“I pride myself on it.”

“Then I guess that’s all for now. We’ll find out more about each other as this unfolds, huh?” Regardless of how it all panned out, it felt good encountering someone who wasn’t steeped in the system to the point that they had no hope left.

Slay felt for the rest, but he’d had no luck gaining traction starting a rebellion on his own. The other prisoners slept and worked and ate enough to keep body and soul together. A few of them had reported his clumsy attempts to stir them up, resulting in additional reeducation. He was too damn stubborn to be convinced of anything through torture, though. All it did was piss him off and make him start keeping a mental murder list. As he trudged through a day, he ticked guards off in his head.

Killing you first. Then you. You, next. Timms, especially, was a despicable son of a bitch.

“We should get back inside,” Rowena said, stepping out of the alcove.

“Coming.”

She slid by him, close enough for him to feel her body heat, pausing to add, “That reminds me. It’ll be less suspicious if you act like we’re fucking. That’s the most plausible reason why two people would sneak off for alone time.”

Speechless, Slay watched her go. Suddenly, his head was full of filthy images. Other prisoners would imagine that he’d taken her fast and hard up against the wall, and she seemed fine with that speculation. It left him feeling off-kilter, not least because he’d heard Dom fucking Pru exactly that way as he passed by—fine, semi-stalked the two of them like a demented weirdo. His head buzzed with unwanted memories; he was still stuck on Pru while she’d moved on. Hell, she was the only person he’d ever been with, starting from when they were teenagers. He’d been careful with their encounters, afraid of letting the mating bond kick in before he locked down his mother’s approval. In retrospect, life was too short.

I’m such a fuckup. Not this time, though. The stakes are too high.

Since Rowena was small, he caught up in a few strides. “That’s fine with me. You sure you’re good with how that pretense goes, though? Because I’m Animari, and cats are territorial.”

“You need to be possessive for the pretext to be convincing?” She tilted her head, appearing to consider the matter. “It’s fine with me, but I’ll warn you that reports may get back to the tyrant, and that…could be catastrophic for you. He claimed me when we were young, and I’ve never been able to convince him that my consent is required.”

Slay’s breath went in a rush, leaving him sick to his stomach. To him, it sounded like she’d been Tycho’s pet, entirely against her will. And didn’t that fucking answer all his unspoken questions about how she knew that shit about her pain tolerance. He’d only seen photos of the bastard, but Slay imagined Tycho Vega hurting her, and—the rage surprised him, a violent rush of it so powerful that his head crackled with it.

“Trust me,” he bit out. “If that asshole summons me, I’ll find a way to kill him, even if I die doing it. This is the right move.”

Rowena lifted a shoulder in a graceful shrug. “If you’re not afraid, so be it. To be honest, I wish I could see the expression on his face when he hears that I’ve taken an undercity lover when I never once caved to his overtures, whether it was pain or pleasure, offers of wealth or freedom. More than once, I said I’d rather die than be his concubine, so he should get on with it.” Her next words were hard as stone. “I might be the only person who’s ever refused him.”

Slay heard what she left unspoken—that Vega hadn’t heeded that rejection. And he had no damn idea what to say. Words of comfort seemed wrong, so he settled for recognizing her warrior spirit.

“And you’re still standing. Something tells me you’ll be his downfall.”

In the flickering rushlight she met his gaze squarely. “I’m counting on that. And like you, I don’t much care if I die in the attempt.”

He bit back a protest. It was one thing for him to talk about throwing his life away, but he was a major screwup. From the sound of it, she’d served Prince Alastor and fought in the war alongside him while Slay languished in this damn dungeon complex. The world wouldn’t miss a fuckhead like him. Somebody like her, on the other hand, that’d be a real loss.

But he didn’t know her well enough to ramble about all the reasons she should live on, and besides, whenever he tried to find the right words, he always sounded like an asshole. Sometimes it seemed like he’d been given only two settings, angry and contrite. At least that was how it always went with Pru.

“We got this,” he said, because confidence was the easy choice.

She smiled at that. “I think I like you.”

“Give it time, I’ll change your mind.” That wasn’t even a joke.

So he was dead shocked when she laughed, a full and throaty chuckle. “Yes, it’s official. I’m delighted to be fake-fucking you, Slay.”

“Uh, me too. For sure.”

In utter bemusement, he trailed her back to the bunkroom, where most of the other prisoners had already settled in. There was no room for them to sleep next to each other, but also no way in hell that he’d allow anyone else to get near her, if she honestly belonged to him. Time to make it look convincing. He nudged the man closest to the far wall with his foot.

“Shove over.” He jerked his head toward the archway. “Or I move you. And you do not want that because I’m not feeling friendly.”

With a muttered curse, the others shifted outward, leaving space for him and Rowena near the back. He put himself between her and everyone else while she studied him with evident amazement. Leaning close, she whispered, “Is that the sort of thing you meant? Because I rather enjoyed it.”

A shiver of surprise traveled up his spine. When was the last time anybody praised him for following his instincts? What the hell am I supposed to say?

“Good,” he finally got out. “Because there’s more where that came from.”


3.


Rowena couldn’t sleep.

Partly because of the way her mind raced, but also because of how Slay placed himself between her and everyone else, like he had a duty to protect her. No, more baffling than that—as if he had a right. Surely she hadn’t given him the impression that she was making him a real offer when she’d said they ought to pretend they were fucking?

But no, he’d said he had to act that way for their pretense to be credible. Rowena wasn’t sure why since most of the prisoners had never even seen an Animari and likely wouldn’t know Slay was one unless he spelled it out. In the undercity people lived looking straight ahead, minute by minute or even breath by breath.

Before Prince Alastor freed her, she had never allowed herself to imagine what her future might look like. Mostly she’d accepted that she didn’t have one—that she’d die in filth and squalor or at long last be murdered by Tycho Vega during one of his demented games. If not, he’d order her execution again after she refused to be his concubine.

So far, she’d beaten the odds. What’s one more time, eh?

She rolled onto her side, bizarrely conscious of Slay at her back. That wasn’t like her. She was used to being a female minority among the rest of the Exiles, so this was nothing new. The other prisoners were snoring, some louder than others.

Earlier, she’d asked Slay why he wanted to be all the way back here by the wall and he’d said, “If anyone comes for us in the night, they have to wade through all of them first. It’s a simple defensive tactic.”

She had to admit that was sound thinking, but now she felt strangely cossetted, though not in a bad way. Shifting, she listened to Slay’s breathing, trying to see if he was asleep. No explanation for that curiosity—it simply existed whether she welcomed it or not.

“Can’t get comfortable?” he whispered.

That was the most plausible explanation, as their beds were rag pallets tossed directly on cold stone, but creature discomforts lacked the power to keep her from resting. Life in the undercity and then constant travel had toughened her up, along with marching with Prince Alastor and camping in the wild after the bombing of Ash Valley. None of that had been easy.

“I wouldn’t be any more relaxed on a cushioned mattress with silk tapestries,” she replied. “A sound sleep is impossible for me as long as the tyrant is still breathing.”

There, that’s blunt enough. For some reason, she didn’t have the same filter with him as she had with others. She’d tried desperately to make friends with Sheyla Halek, but she cared too much what the other woman thought, and Rowena suspected she’d come off as awkward. But with this Animari, talking came easy. Since he’d experienced the undercity firsthand, he already understood; there was no fear he’d judge her origins.

“We’re on the same page,” Slay said. “I’ve thought about it and I listened to cooler heads discussing more rational solutions, but I really think we need to kill that bastard.”

“It might require a larger purge.” She wished that wasn’t true, but the unrest wouldn’t end for good until the old guard was gone. Otherwise they might try to make a martyr of Tycho, rally support in his name with some other demagogue shouting propaganda.

No, the movement needed to die alongside its leader. And she experienced a frisson of satisfaction at learning that her new ally saw things the same way. Some shied from violence; they saw it as a last resort, a solution seized upon by simple minds. But sometimes the festering wound ran so deep that the infected area needed to be cut out, and then cleansed with fire to make sure the organism could survive.

“I’m in it for the long haul. If we don’t free Golgerra, I’m never getting out of here. Never going home.” A pause, as if he was considering his next words. “Then again, there’s nothing and nobody waiting for me there.”

That revelation startled her. “You must have friends?”

“I thought so.” From his tone, he doubted that truth now.

Likely his anger and sadness related to the love he’d lost and the friend who had betrayed him. Unexpectedly, she searched mentally for words of comfort. That wasn’t usually one of her impulses.

“I’m sure there are people who are worried about you,” she finally offered. “And who are waiting for your return.”

Slay let out a tired breath. “Mags, maybe. I don’t know where I stand with Dom and Pru. Since I was sneaking around, trying to dig up dirt on Talfayen just before the attack, I wonder if they think I’m a collaborator.”

“Dom would be…Dominic? The leader of Ash Valley. You were his second, as I recall.” Her voice was too soft and low for anyone else to overhear, even in close quarters, but that meant Slay moved into her space so he could catch every word.

She…didn’t hate it. The floor was cold, and her body hurt. His warmth unexpectedly provided some solace. Attachments were dangerous in the undercity; she couldn’t afford to rely on anyone else, but maybe she didn’t have a choice. Not when the task that awaited them was so monumental. Foment a rebellion, lay a despot low? No problem.

“I was, yeah. And Pru was my lover. Until I sent her to the seer’s retreat, where Dom was holed up, grieving for years after his first mate died.”

“But the situation changed when Pru joined him? You must’ve been so lonely.” Possibly that was the wrong word, but she could imagine the hurt.

Slay had lost his lover and his friend in the same stroke, then he ended up here. Rowena didn’t frame the thought lightly, but his shitty luck might be comparable to hers. Not lifelong like hers, but currently? Yeah, right on target.

“I was,” he said in a wondering tone. “I mean, I am. There was nobody I could talk to about it. And it didn’t help that I was an asshole to Pru. I didn’t communicate or treat her well, so it’s at least halfway my fault that we ended up like this. With a failed relationship. I’m not saying I belong in a dungeon over it, and my crap has nothing to do with you, so I’m not including you in that ‘we’.”

A quiet laugh escaped her. “No, I understand what you mean. For what it’s worth, it sounds like you’re sorry and you regret what you did wrong. That’s more than many can manage. You’d be surprised at how many people never feel remorse, never accept fault.”

“Guess you’re talking about the tyrant now?”

“Him and his entire cohort.” Rowena shivered, wishing she had blankets.

Even when the Exiles had bivouacked, the stint seemed downright luxurious because she’d had a tent, a bedroll, a chemical heater, and various other amenities. Sure, she’d shared space with a bunch of grunts who farted and snored, but it had been warm, if stinky as hell, and Dedrick partnered with Graff to keep anyone from bothering her.

Never thought I’d be nostalgic for the days when we marched from Ash Valley to defend Hallowell. We were so cold and hungry that we ate those caribou raw, but I’d be grateful for them now.

It wasn’t likely she’d see meat again anytime soon, unless it was part of some terrible game of Tycho’s. Rowena understood that most of her mother’s people didn’t eat meat, but shifting demanded it, and she’d made peace with the Golgoth side of her nature.

“You’re cold,” he said softly.

There was no point in denying it. “Aren’t you?”

“Animari run hot. If you don’t think I’m perving on you, I’ll share the wealth.”

Rowena hesitated. She’d just met Slay, though it seemed much longer thanks to their mutual confinement. But he didn’t seem like the type to try anything with so many witnesses around, and judging from the slant of their conversation, his heart still belonged to Pru anyway.

It’ll be a test. If I don’t panic, that means I pass. Or he does.

Finally she said, “Sure, if it’s no bother. I’ll try not to kick you. Graff said I’m a mule when someone creeps too close.”

“Graff?”

“A friend and fellow soldier in Prince Alastor’s service.”

“Someone important to you?”

“He was, yes.” My closest friend, in fact. She didn’t know if Graff was alive or dead. The same held true for Dedrick and Prince Alastor, her closest companions otherwise, but they’d always seemed to be…above her. She tried not to dwell on the potential for loss because that was a way of life for her, the pain of always being left behind. The prince had always chided her for wearing her hair loose, refusing the braids that reflected her status as his first lieutenant, next in command after Dedrick.

“I’m sorry,” Slay said, though she was unclear on why he was apologizing. “But anyway, even if you kick me, it doesn’t matter. Bruises heal in an hour or so. Even broken bones only take a day or two, depending on severity. There’s no hurt you can inflict on me that I haven’t already healed.”

Slay cursed himself for making that impulsive offer.

Further, he couldn’t imagine why he was being so careful, coaxing her like snuggling was something he wanted. Or even needed.

Maybe it was this fucking place. He was tired of being alone, weary of dealing with the endless despair, and any warm body would feel good right about now. Doubtless, Arran would say it was an affirmation of life or some psychological bullshit.

All he knew was that he experienced palpable relief when Rowena scooted over enough for him to pull her close. She settled against him, feeling slight in his arms, and he flashed on the moment when she’d fallen into them earlier. The heat exchange started. He hadn’t lied about running hot and he could feel her body warming with proximity. Damn, she was a little bundle of shivers.

“How’s that?” he whispered.

There was no answer, and after long moments in silence, he realized she was asleep. Already. He didn’t know how he felt about that, like she’d decided he was safe as a heated blanket. But he felt her body go lax and he let out a silent laugh.

I never really held Pru like this.

He’d always been in a hurry to disengage, afraid of bonding to her, needing her, before he had his mother’s blessing. In trying to walk the middle path, he’d ended up wounding everyone, himself included. Because his mother had certainly noticed his distance and resentment, the way he avoided her company and dodged her nagging. And in the end, she died without ever seeing the grandchild she wanted so desperately.

Dammit, I wish I could sleep as easily as Rowena.

Probably her conscience was clear. That might have something to do with it. Slay constantly looped on all the shit he’d done wrong, the way it piled up until everything broke wide open, like a trash bag bulging with his unresolved issues. Hindsight gave him a lot to reflect on, but it changed nothing.

I’m still here. No escape from this predicament or my own brain.

To his astonishment, Rowen kicked him in the shin, hard. Then she did it again, fighting in her sleep, or maybe running. Given what she’d confided about her history with that bastard, he didn’t want to imagine what she was dreaming.

“Shhh,” he murmured against her hair. “I’ve got you. Nobody’s getting by me, so you can settle down.”

Against the odds, she seemed to hear and believe him, even in her sleep. His chest tightened because he hadn’t expected a simple reassurance to have any effect on her lasting trauma. But Rowena quieted, her breath coming soft and steady. And that success fed a hunger that he hadn’t even known he was nursing. The feeling flared to life like a river swollen with weeks of rain.

Yes. This. More.

Slay wanted to be vital to somebody, as a friend or a protector. Didn’t matter a damn how she saw him. His hand trembled when he raised it to touch her hair, far too light for her to feel it. Since she’d agreed to share body heat, it didn’t feel like an intrusion. The strands slipped through his fingers like moonlight, the softest thing he’d ever felt. Carefully, he wrapped a length loosely around his fist, and only then did he manage to get to sleep.

He woke to a boot in the ribs, Timms wading among the prisoners, kicking at random. On instinct, he shielded Rowena who was still cuddled against him. Even under these circumstances, he battled a baffling pleasure that she’d stayed close all night long.

“Get up, you lazy fucks! You’re late!”

Since the sixth bell was ringing this moment, that was utter bullshit, but he knew better than to pick a fight with Timms, who acted pissed off already. Another guard joined Timms, and the duo herded their prisoners to the mess, where they got a pitiful ration of gruel and bitter beer. Those provisions wouldn’t keep Slay alive long term. He’d already lost critical muscle mass, and soon he wouldn’t have the energy to shift. There was a terrible logic in this deprivation. Otherwise the Golgoth in the undercity might muster the energy for defiance, change to their demon forms, and run amok.

We need better food. And more of it.

Maybe it was possible to work through smugglers and make that happen, but it would take contacts and resources he didn’t possess. That was why he’d allied with Rowena; he had to believe that he’d met her for a reason.

Keeping his eyes down, he ate what they gave him and drank the beer. Rowena startled him by tipping a portion of her food into his bowl. His eyes cut to hers, and out here with all the lanterns lit, signifying daytime, though it was still fearfully dim, he could see that she had deep gray eyes with swirls of silver. Her hair was platinum and gilt in equal measure, long enough that the ends brushed her hips. A little shock went through him, powerful and inexplicable. With some primitive part of himself, he grasped the tyrant’s obsession. She possessed a haunting beauty, the sort that snared the senses. Slay could well imagine her luring sailors to their doom or driving people mad with desire.

Quickly he looked away, not wanting to reveal those thoughts. They were deeply unwelcome and not at all like him.

“Thank you,” he whispered.

“No talking! Finish up and get your asses to the workshop,” Timms shouted.

The guards didn’t always do this, only when they had a new arrival like Rowena. Normally prisoners moved about the undercity with the illusion of freedom, though the consequences for deviating from routine were swift and painful.

En masse, the group ate quickly, were given a few moments to use the stinking holes designated as waste receptacles, and then they presented themselves for another day of work. Until his capture, Slay had never used a sewing machine in his life. Now, he was close to a fucking expert and his production rates stayed high. Dresses, shirts, trousers, he could stitch together anything. And they expected folks to keep at it, no matter what. Once, a little girl had gotten her hand caught in her machine, endless blood and screaming, and the guards hauled her away while shouting at the others, “Get back to work!”

In Ash Valley, he’d assumed that Golgerra was hell and his internment hadn’t changed his mind. The upper tiers hid the poverty of the undercity with layers of luxury and excess, but the whole place needed to be purged, like Rowena said. Some divides were too big to cross with words alone. To end this nightmare and free the prisoners, blood had to be spilled and the ruling class cast down.

The hours crawled by as they always did. At twelve bells, they were allowed a short break to dine on coarse bread and more bitter beer.

I had no fucking idea that anyone lives like this.

In painting all the Golgoth as monsters, Slay realized his fellow Animari had let the rest down. Nobody deserves this. Hell, we treat murderers better in our holds. Not that it was easy to kill an Animari; that shit took careful planning and execution, special poisons and treated weapons too.

As he settled with his meagre meal, Rowena joined him. Once again, she broke off a portion of her food and offered it. Slay raised a brow.

“Why are you doing that?” he asked.

“It’s part of the pretense.”

He blinked. “What?”

“You said that to be convincing, you need to be territorial. This is a cultural difference. In the undercity, you show your regard for someone by sharing your rations. It means you care for them more than your own life.”

Though Slay knew damn well she was faking, his foolish heart still skipped a beat.
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Why is he looking at me like that?

Rowena almost asked, but in the end, she chose to admire the sudden glitter in Slay’s golden gaze instead. His eyes were remarkable, fringed in sooty lashes and so thick that she wondered whether the tangle made it difficult for him to see. Likewise, his brows were heavy and thick, stern if his face held a somber cast. And his jaw constantly prickled with scruff, deepening toward a beard.

The Animari didn’t wear ranking braids, she knew, but nobody in the undercity used them either. That required status, something denied all denizens of the lowest tier. Belatedly she realized she had been staring at him for a while, watching him methodically chew through the gritty brown bread she’d shared with him.

The gesture hadn’t gone unnoticed among their fellows. A few were whispering, though most lacked the energy for gossip. Then a lean young man said, “It was wise of you to pair up with the strongest person you could find. A pretty one like you won’t last down here otherwise.”

If only you knew, she thought.

But some part of her was glad that her origins didn’t show. It spoke of how far she’d come that someone from the undercity had no idea she’d been born and raised here while resisting a demon they could scarcely imagine. Most probably had never even glimpsed Tycho Vega, as he’d only visited once—when he selected Rowena at his sire’s bidding. The rest of the time, the guards delivered her to him like a parcel, only after attendants washed and groomed her, the complete and degrading pet experience.

“Fuck off,” Slay said.

Rowena blinked. Clearly she’d missed something but judging by the expression on the face of the man who’d spoken initially, he was confused too.

“I…what?” He seemed to be torn between asking for clarification and apologizing, as he probably didn’t wish to fight Slay.

“You implied that she’s weak. And I’m telling you to fuck off. Clear enough?”

“Oh. I see. Yes, sorry.” He ducked his head and continued eating, not daring to glance in their direction again.

“So much for making friends,” she said.

“I doubt he’s a valuable contact. Besides, it pisses me off that he made assumptions. He doesn’t know shit about you. Not that I’m an expert, but you told me enough that I’m sure you deserve a hell of a lot more respect than that.”

It was startling how good it felt to hear those words—‘you deserve a hell of a lot more respect than that’. Not because she was pretty or unique among both Eldritch and Golgoth, a collectible to set upon a high shelf. That was how many people made her feel.

But not Slay.

He didn’t see her as someone who needed saving or who had been broken. He saw someone who had survived against astronomical odds and was still here, still fighting. Worthy of alliance, a useful partner. To Prince Alastor, she would always be the broken doll he’d pulled from the executioner’s block. And to Tycho Vega, she would always be the toy he could never own. Not as he wanted, down deep in her soul.

“I don’t care if you offended him,” she declared. “I’ll tell you when we’re meeting someone who might prove consequential to our endeavors.” That was a proper obfuscation, and Slay stared for a few seconds, working out the hidden meaning.

“Ah. Understood.” Then he smiled, and oh, it was dazzling.

Suddenly, she flashed on a memory of him in Ash Valley. Then she hadn’t known who he was; his striking appearance drew her attention at first, but her gaze lingered because of the crushing sorrow that etched his features. Ro had been dallying in the park that day, marveling at the snow. Slay had stood in the cold, watching a small woman walk away. He’d clenched his fists, seeming like it took all his resolve not to chase her. Back then, his hair was longer, hanging to his shoulders. He had been much brawnier too, but life in the undercity pared people away, leaving only the minimum to sustain life.

Before she or Slay could say more, the supervisor herded everyone back inside. Long hours passed in monotonous labor. She’d worked these machines before, in between summons from the tyrant, and her muscles remembered the patterns. At eight bells, she stumbled out along with everyone else, exhausted but not ready to return to the alcove where they slept.

Here, there were variations on amenities available above, but nothing was free. They didn’t use coins in the undercity, but goods and services were bartered. Currently, she had nothing that anyone would want—it had all been taken from her in a traitor’s tax—but she needed to make connections and start stockpiling.

Slay moved after her, long lazy strides that still covered the ground at a deceptively rapid pace. “Where to now? We’re not headed back to base?”

“That’s a kind word for it.”

“You prefer flophouse?”

“More accurate.” Arrowing through the warren, she added, “I thought I’d see who’s still doing business in the market.”

“There’s a market? What do you use for currency, hair and bone?”

“Someone would probably take it,” she admitted. “Though you’d better not think too long on what they’re using the bone for.”

“Don’t try the mystery soup, got it.”

Yet again, he startled a laugh out of her. For Rowena surviving had been serious business since the day she was born, so her sense of humor rarely surfaced. She watched the world with a grim, faintly worried demeanor, and it used to trouble Prince Alastor, who wanted her to be happy above all things. She’d had the worst time making him understand that she was content in his service; it just wasn’t easy for her to show it.

“You have a nice laugh,” Slay said.

“Thanks.” It was the first compliment she could remember receiving that felt wholesome, without asking for more than she cared to give or at least implying that it would be desirable.

I’m safe with him.

The surety came to her, easing a tightness in her chest that she’d scarcely acknowledged. She didn’t dwell on it, focusing instead on navigation. Everything here was carved from stone or hastily erected, temporary baffles that could be yanked down and carted away on the run if a patrolman decided to be a hard-ass. Long ago, she’d surmised that those who were assigned down here as guards must’ve pissed someone important off in Golgerra. Problem was, they took their ire out on random prisoners.

“I didn’t even know this was here,” Slay said. “Granted, every time I ran for it, I was looking for a way out, not taking in the sights.”

Rowena tried to see the market as he would. Some entrepreneurs with energy to spare hunted vermin in the tunnels, and that was the meat they had on offer, charring on skewers. It wasn’t a good idea to light fires with such poor ventilation, but people did what they wanted until they got caught. She wrinkled her nose at the smell and peered through the smoke, trying to spot someone she recognized from the old days.

They can’t all be dead, right?

“How far did you get?” she asked.

“First time, I made it out of the undercity. Beat the hell out of a bunch of guards and sprinted up like a thousand stairs, but they overwhelmed me in the lower plaza, dragged me back down. I spent hell knows how long in the box after that run.”

“That’s incredible. It’s a wonder they didn’t execute you as an example.”

“At that point, they were still hoping to get some intel out of me.”

That made sense. “Right, you’re a political prisoner. They might ransom you eventually.”

“I’d rather stick with you. We’re a team now, yeah? You gave me your bread and everything. That means you love me more than life itself.” He grinned to show he was teasing, and she smiled back.

“Oh! There’s Old Wendell. He can point us in the right direction.”

Slay raced after Rowena, almost lost her in the crowd because she was like a dancer, spinning away from obstructions with preternatural grace.

He sniffed the air appreciatively. Seemed like they were barbecuing but—

“I wouldn’t,” she said over her shoulder.

“Wouldn’t what?”

“Try the skewers. It’s likely to be rat. Possibly bat. Either way, they carry diseases and it’s an ugly way to die.” She ran an assessing gaze over him. “I’m not sure how your enhanced physiology would handle that.”

“Diseases are different than injuries,” he said. “There are issues that our systems can’t handle without help. Otherwise, we’d have no need for doctors.”

“That’s right. I traveled with Dr. Halek for a while. Did you know she’s…involved with Prince Alastor? They were quite happy together in Hallowell.”

Slay thought she seemed a little melancholy about that, and gods knew he could relate. “How the hell would I find that out? I’m getting all my news from you.” He paused, wondering if he should ask. “How was it in Ash Valley when you left?”

“They were rebuilding. The dead had been mourned and they had some defensive plans that I wasn’t privy to. Otherwise, I don’t know anything. I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.” He wished it was.

She cut across a cluster of tables displaying bits of junk and stopped in front of an incredibly old man. To Slay’s surprise, Rowena squatted beside him, speaking loudly into his ear. “It’s Rowena. I won’t ask how you are because you always say—”

“I’m still here. Bored with life, too mean to die. It’s not good to see you, girl. I enjoyed knowing you were out there somewhere, living it up for all of us.”

Rowena’s silvery eyes misted over and Slay refused to look away. Rather he should confront her history. Right now he was walking the paths that made her who she was and he respected that.

“I did,” she said softly. “The first time I changed, I flew. Down here, I never got the chance, but once I went up… it was like I’d been waiting for the sky.” Softly she described the open space, the feel of wind on her skin, the shine of the sunlight on the water, different types of trees and finally, snow and rain, with more patience and poetry than Slay could’ve mustered.

Frankly, it was damn beautiful, all of it, and he’d grown up taking the sky for granted. When he got out of here, he never would again. He’d spend five minutes a day, minimum, staring up at the sun, the clouds, and then later, admiring the stars.

Wait …change? She fucking flew?

All his assumptions disintegrated. He’d presumed she was an Eldritch prisoner, but if she could shift, she must be biracial. Maybe one of her parents had been a rare bird shifter from the Aerie who had been captured. He was willing to bet that she was half Eldritch; no other race had their fey features. Indulging his curiosity and digging into her background constituted an invasion of her privacy, however. If she wanted him to know more, she’d tell him.

But then, he heard what Wendell was saying. “It sounds like paradise. You’re so special, Ro. In all my years, I’ve never heard of a changed Gol who could fly.”

She was half Gol then. Half Eldritch. It shouldn’t change anything, but part of him recoiled over realizing she encompassed in her small body both peoples who’d taken him prisoner, blown up his home, and killed his mother.

Fuck. Settle down. They did that. Not her. As quickly as it came, the antipathy settled. He might be an asshole, but he could be absolved of blaming her for shit she didn’t do.

It wasn’t like the Gols or Eldritch had done jack shit for Rowena, either. Well, apart from Prince Alastor. And to Slay, it seemed like the exiled prince had dropped the ball or she wouldn’t be locked up in here. He’d accepted her oath of service; that meant he had an obligation to protect her, right?

“I’m a fluke,” she said wryly.

“None of that, child. Your mother asked me to look after you before she died. I made a poor job of it, I’m afraid, but there was nothing I could do when the guards came for you.”

To take her to the bastard trying to conquer the world, Slay guessed.

“We don’t need to talk about that. Did anyone else survive the purge?” Her eyes blazed with intensity as she took the old man’s hand between both of hers.

“Not many. Let me think. You’re wondering about Lucan, I expect. He’s looking for you. He is…not as you remember. Be careful there. Hettie is still working at the comfort house. She’ll be glad to see you.”

While Slay wasn’t sure what a ‘comfort house’ was, he figured Hettie sold physical services in some fashion, maybe from sex to hugs. In a place like this, all kindness would come at a premium.

“What’s wrong with Lucan?” she asked, her big eyes shimmering with concern.

Slay tensed, despite knowing it was absurd. He told himself it was ego. They’d just given anyone who was paying attention the idea that they were together, and now, she was asking about someone else. Fuck that. He’d lost one love by not treating her right and—

Back up. It’s not the same. What the hell is wrong with you, seriously?

Only thing he could figure, maybe something got damaged the last time the interrogators worked him over and it still hadn’t healed right in his scrambled egg of a brain. Frankly, he’d never been a brain trust in the first place. Pru once joked that she’d do the thinking for both of them, and he’d acted like that was funny, but really, it stung. It sucked feeling like she only wanted him because hormones said they were a match. But for the rest, talking about important business and sharing serious emotions, well, she’d always had Dalena and Dom for that.

Maybe it even made sense in some fucked up way that she’d ended up with Dom. Their brains went better together, even if Slay had the edge in fucking. That was still physical, though.

With a faint sigh, he wished he could erase all of it. Their ten years, his failings, and the sting of a love that wouldn’t let him go.

Rowena touched his arm, so light it barely qualified as contact. “You okay?”

“Fucking great,” he muttered.

“Then I’m done here.”

He realized he’d missed a significant chunk of the conversation as she waved to Old Wendell and charted a course to elsewhere, away from barbecued rat-or-bat on a stick. Away from eyes that darted and dropped. Hell, nobody here could meet his gaze. Slay towered over most prisoners, and he drew stares wherever he went.

“That’s the Animari.”

Heard that before.

“What kind?”

“Cat, I think.”

“Have you seen him change?”

Slay was used to ignoring that stuff, but Rowena marched up to the pair of women who had been talking loud enough to make sure he heard. “You’re being rude. Apologize.”

The larger of the two stood up. “And why should I? He’s a prisoner, same as us. There’s no rule against talking.”

“My rule is, you make it right or I make you sorry,” Rowena snapped, ready to square off. Her small hands balled into fists.

Nobody had ever offered to kick ass for him before.

Ro has a temper. Damn it. She went from adorable to hot as fucking hell.
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The taller woman stepped up into Ro’s face. “What are you going to do about it, stain? You’re not the tyrant’s pet anymore and you can’t even change.”

Ro could’ve proven her wrong, but the guards punished prisoners who shifted. If they didn’t keep them in check, violence would get out of control among those who had the energy to cause trouble. Anyway, she’d trained with Dedrick and Graff for years; she didn’t need her flying form to teach this woman a lesson. Swiftly, she struck, kicking the belligerent woman’s knees out from under her. The smartass hit the stone floor hard, landing on her back.

Ro was on her in a heartbeat, knees on her chest. “That’s what I’ll do about it. And there’s worse waiting if you refuse to apologize. Shall we keep going?”

A short pause, as the prone woman tried to persuade her companion to pile on through a series of urgent looks. Shaking her head, the friend made it clear she wouldn’t be backing up this fight, then the first lady finally muttered, “Sorry for any offense. We’ve never seen an Animari and our mouths ran when they shouldn’t have.”

It wasn’t the most gracious apology, but Rowena leapt away lightly and returned to Slay’s side. “Good enough?”

He grinned. “I wasn’t planning to pursue the issue. You’re crankier than I am.”

It struck her hard—that he could still smile in a place like this. By rights, he should be despondent. Instead, he was plotting with her to overthrow a despot. The Animari truly were a remarkable people. Or maybe she admired Slay in particular.

Though he was joking, she said seriously, “It’s not a matter of mood or temperament. Down here if someone pushes, you push back twice as hard. It’s the only way to survive. Otherwise people think they might be able to get somewhere by walking across your back.”

“I get that. Thank you for fighting for me. Nobody has before. You don’t need to feel sorry for me,” he added quickly. “In Ash Valley there was no need and I was the second scrappiest bastard around.”

“Who was the first? Your leader?”

He shook his head. “Mags, actually. She was always ready to fight. It took more to get Dom riled. I was the hothead in our group, always getting pissed about some petty crap.”

It amazed her how easily he confided such things, laying out his faults like they didn’t faze him. If Slay wasn’t ordinarily an open book, then he was encouraging her to read him. Ro didn’t get invitations like this. Her whole life had been shaded first by her status as the tyrant’s pet and then afterward, she existed to serve Prince Alastor. One way or another, she had been defined by her connection to the Vega family for as long as she could remember. With Slay, that wasn’t true. There was space to be her own person.

Whoever I might be.

In some ways, she was still learning. The unknown was frightening, but it could be exhilarating too. Like the first time she changed paired with the trembling uncertainty of taking flight. Her heart gave a tremulous impression of that flutter as Slay smiled down at her, guiding her out of the way of some passing prisoners. And she didn’t flinch away from his touch.

That…was new.

With belated shock, she recalled that she hadn’t recoiled when he caught her either. Or when they huddled close to sleep. Normally, she avoided close contact like the plague yet she had no aversion to Slay. None of her usual reactions or defenses kicked in.

I wonder what it means.

For his part, Slay had no clue how incredible it was for her to behave this way. He’d never seen her do anything else.

“Where to next?” he asked, blissfully unaware of her racing thoughts.

Does that mean I could have him?

Not forever, of course. But it would mean the world to her if she could take back her power fully, assert ownership over her own body. Tycho Vega had scarred her so deeply that she’d thought it might never be possible. He’d conditioned certain fear reactions since he couldn’t compel her enjoyment.

“I’m looking for Hettie,” she told Slay. “She’s privy to the best gossip.”

“That reminds me. What is a comfort house worker exactly?”

She cut him an appraising glance. If he planned to get self-righteous, she would forget about her inchoate idea of using him to wipe away the memory of the tyrant’s touch.

“Just what it sounds like. Hettie sells herself. Sometimes, people want her to listen to their problems or they could use a hug or a cuddle. Often it’s sex. It could be a combination or all three. Whatever happens stays between her and the client.”

“Sounds like a necessary exchange, especially here.”

Rowena gazed up at his handsome face, thinking he was too good to be true. She’d feared he was about to disparage someone she considered a dear friend, though it had been years since she’d seen Hettie.

Then she nodded. “I’m glad I don’t need to worry about introducing you to her.”

“I’m a dumbass, not a rude ass. If I offend someone, it’s part of the plan.”

“Who said you’re a dumbass?” she snapped.

“Why, you gonna fight them too?” A thread of laughter ran through his voice.

“I might!”

His smile faded. “Me. I’m the one who says it most.”

Oh. That changed things significantly. Her heart raced in her chest. He had no idea how momentous it was when she reached up to put her palm on his cheek.

“Then I just need to change your mind,” she said softly. “Help you see what I see.”

Quickly, she dropped her hand and kept moving, fearing she might hyperventilate. I touched him. Like it’s no big deal.

They didn’t talk for the rest of the walk, as Rowena dug through her memory for where Hettie had lived. The undercity didn’t change much, so she found the circuitous path away from the market. Hettie had a room at the comfort house, equivalent to a mansion, used by the most sought-after and popular comfort workers who could ask whatever price they desired for their company. Even the guards and patrolmen could be turned away at the doors.

Resolutely, she led the way to the impressive edifice, marked by decorative carvings and colonnades. A guard was posted outside, but he didn’t bear any markings showing that he was affiliated with the undercity patrols. Private security then.

Rowena offered her best smile. “I’m here to see Hettie. My name is Rowena.”

“Hettie doesn’t wish to be disturbed,” came the flat response. “Leave tribute like everyone else and we’ll send word if she decides to pursue your interest.”

Wow, she’s doing well indeed.

“I understand that she’s popular, but we’re old friends.”

The bouncer’s impassive expression quirked into a faint smile. “Sure you are.”

Before Ro could express annoyance, a musical voice spoke from inside the perfumed hall. “In this case, it’s true. You can stand down, Enzo.”

“Hettie!” Rowena pushed past the sentry into the cool darkness. She had a fleeting impression of opulence, swirling smoky incense lending a mystic air, and then Hettie crushed her in a mighty hug.

The usual fear kicked her heart into high gear and she battled the urge to pull away, breathing through her nose to tolerate the embrace. She didn’t want Hettie to think she wasn’t happy to see her, but physical affection would never be natural or instinctive to her. When her old friend let go, she exhaled soundlessly in relief and took in the changes the years had wrought.

She had been pretty before. Now she was breathtaking, the goddess of night—raven hair and skin like moonlight. And her smile had gained layers of knowledge; her eyes spoke of endless secrets she alone could impart.

Hettie whispered in a despairing tone, “I missed you so, but I wish you hadn’t come back. He’ll kill you.”

“I know,” she said.

This must be a high-class brothel, or the Gol equivalent anyway.

Slay glanced around with interest. The guard had given him a hard look, but he didn’t say anything when he followed Rowena inside. She was currently hugging it out with her pal while Slay acted like furniture, not wanting to get in their way.

But Rowena surprised him by drawing him forward. “This is my friend, Slay. He’s on board with that goal you and I had. It’s been a while, but my thoughts haven’t changed. In fact, you could say I’m more committed than ever.”

Hettie’s gaze sharpened. “You’re taking a risk, my love. My situation improved while you were away. Perhaps I’ll turn you over. Perhaps I’m invested in maintaining the status quo.”

Shit.

He registered the fear and uncertainty in Rowena’s expression, but before he could react, she said, “Then do it. Turn me in.”

The women stared at each other for a few seconds that each seemed a thousand years long. Then Hettie laughed. “You know me too well.”

Rowena smiled, her reaction edged in relief. “No matter how well you’re treated, this is still a cage.”

“And I’d rather be free.” Hettie spoke the words in soft unison with Ro.

A chill ran through Slay, like he was witnessing the birth of something powerful, a moment that he’d be asked about forever after, to the point that historians would want to interview him to make sure they got the verbiage right.

“How many are left?” Rowena whispered the question.

But Hettie beckoned, mouthing, “Not here.” Raising her voice, she added, “Yes, of course we can. For old time’s sake. Just look at the two of you. It would be my pleasure.”

Then Hettie drifted out of the common room, down a dark corridor. Rowena jerked her chin at him in silent invitation, and he hurried after them, hotly aware that everyone thought he was about to have a threesome. It was equal measures exciting and embarrassing, especially for someone who’d only had one lover in his entire life.

Focus. That’s not what you ought to be thinking about right now.

But he’d need to be a saint not to picture it even a little. He’d enjoy watching them kiss, caress each other, and get all hot. Then when they were really worked up, he could—

Shit. I’m hard as a rock. Bad, this is bad.

Slay did his best to conceal that response, but the tunic and loose trousers he’d been issued as a prisoner were thin as a whisper. Judging from Hettie’s knowing look, she saw as soon as it happened. Hopefully, she wouldn’t draw Rowena’s attention to the predicament in his pants.

But of course he couldn’t be so lucky. As soon as she escorted them into a small private room, cozy and intimately appointed with the cleanest, softest cushions and fabrics he’d encountered in the undercity, Hettie indicated his state with a graceful gesture.

“Seems your friend is intrigued by the prospect of all three of us together, Ro. The most convincing lies are grounded in truth. Should we play a bit before getting down to business?”

Heat rushed to Slay’s face until he might roast internally. This had to be the cruelest joke he’d ever been the target of, and he expected Rowena to defend him like she had before. This time, she took Hettie’s side, regarding him with a mock-thoughtful air.

“Do you want to?” she asked.

His reply came out hoarse. “Want to…?”

“Play. I’d enjoy watching you with Hettie, if you’re interested in that.”

They were both fucking with him, right? Except neither seemed to be hiding secret amusement, and he’d never known anyone to stay deadpan so long. Is this…seriously on offer? His cock had no doubts.

Go for it. There are no guarantees in life. Look where you ended up. Have some fun before you die.

“If you’re concerned about hygiene, I’m careful,” Hettie said. “And I get regular health screenings. Comfort workers are the only ones who do. I can provide documentation if you like.”

Torn, his gaze sought Rowena. “You want to watch?”

That wasn’t how his fantasy went, but he didn’t dislike the idea. In fact, some part of him throbbed at knowing she’d be devouring him with those silvery eyes, getting hot because of what he did with her friend.

Furious color touched her cheeks, but she didn’t look away. “Yes.”

“It would support our cover story, more proof that we’re fucking,” he said deliberately.

She licked her lips and nodded. Suddenly the sexual tension was so thick that he could barely breathe. On a logical level, if he fucked Hettie and came out smelling like sex, looking satisfied, it would reassure anyone who might be tracking their movements. It should also prove he wasn’t up to anything, just doing what he could to make this hellhole more livable. That was exactly what they needed to throw off any potential suspicion.

Rationalization aside, he was squirming with the desire to show Rowena what he could do. If she liked what she saw, maybe she’d be up for a personal taste later. The next time she dragged him off for a ‘private talk’ maybe they really would be fucking where anybody could catch them.

His cock throbbed.

Shit, I keep fantasizing and this will be over as soon as someone touches me.

That normally wasn’t a problem. With Pru, he could go for hours, but this setup screwed with his usual self-control.

“Do you want this?” Hettie asked, stepping closer to Slay. “Ro already said she does.”

“Yeah,” he said roughly. “Let’s do it. On one condition.”

Hettie tilted her head. “Oh? This should be intriguing.”

“We do what Rowena says. She’s in charge.”

The other woman smiled. “Oh, I like that. And just look—so does she. Seems you know her even better than I imagined.”

To his surprise, Rowena wore an exultant look, eyes glittering as if he’d given her an unexpected gift. Her heated stare roved his body, and where her look lingered, he swore he could feel it like a touch. Then she said, “Take everything off. Both of you.”

Oh fuck.

Slay trembled from head to toe. He hadn’t known he’d be into this, not even a remote suspicion, but fluid leaked from the head of his cock, and he was so hard it hurt. And we didn’t even do anything yet.

He complied in a hurry while Hettie was more measured about removing her gown. She had a pretty shape, smooth skin, wide at the hip. Soon he would be touching her, exactly as Rowena ordered.

“Kiss her neck and shoulders, then bite gently on the curve where they join.”

That was a soft place to begin, less intimate somehow than a kiss, but still sexy. Hettie reacted with satisfying enthusiasm, a little moan escaping her, but Slay kept his attention on Rowena, marking her reactions. Her breath came faster and her eyes shone like diamonds. He could see the points of her nipples beneath the delicate fabric of her top.

I bet she’s already wet.

“That feels good,” Hettie whispered.

“Now her breasts, exactly the same.” Rowena’s voice was even huskier, pure sex.

I could come just listening to her.

Sheer arousal washed over him, partly the smell of kindled sex, but it was edged with an intensity he’d never experienced. Slay bent his head, kissing and licking, until Hettie scraped her fingers over his head, silently begging for his teeth on her nipples.

“Yes, just like that,” Rowena breathed.

A pleasure chill rolled through him, like she’d stroked his entire body. More pre-come trickled from his cock, and it bobbed and glistened as he laved Hettie’s breasts. God, this is so fucking hot.

“What now?” he whispered.

He dared a glance at Rowena and she had scarlet flags in her cheeks. She was still clothed—and that was insanely sexy as well, like anything she did would turn him on at this point—but she had a hand down her pants and he heard the liquid swirl of each stroke. Her body jerked at each touch, her lips parting.

Goddess. Queen. The words popped into his head unbidden, and he went dizzy with desire, the abject need to please her.

“On your knees,” she said.
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On some level, Rowena couldn’t believe how fast Slay obeyed.

She said the words and there he went, kneeling because she said to. Hell, nobody listened to her like that, not even Graff or Dedrick.

Hettie shot her a smoky smile because her old friend was reaping the first-hand benefits of Rowena’s commanding performance. The woman set a hand on Slay’s head, and the contact sent sparks through Rowena, like she was connected to everything that passed between the other two. Inexplicably, it felt as if Hettie were her proxy, experiencing everything so that Rowena could enjoy it beyond the layer of conditioning that the bastard had forced on her.

“And?” Slay prompted.

“Lick her properly.”

As if he’d been waiting for that order, he framed Hettie’s hips in his big hands and went in face first, using lips and teeth and tongue with skill and enthusiasm. Surprised, Hettie clutched his shoulders for support, and Rowena saw when her friend’s arousal spiked, that this became less of an indulgent game and more of an urgent need for release. Ro wished she could experience his mouth for herself, but her own fingers would have to do. It had taken ages before she could even get herself off without remembering—the familiar wave of cold crashed down on her, but she forced it away, resolutely chasing the receding arousal.

Slay centered her in the moment because even as he devoted himself to Hettie’s pleasure, he watched Rowena with golden, hungry eyes. Deliberately, she held that look as she strummed her clit, absorbing his hunger until her skin tingled with it. This was pure and clean, untouched by anything but desire. Though it was too soon for such surety, she felt positive that he’d never force anything on her, never take more than she offered.

With a strangled sound, she came on her own fingers, and soon after, Hettie quivered against Slay’s mouth, fingers digging into his head. Languidly, her friend stretched, but when she moved to reciprocate and help him finish, he stepped back.

“I’ll handle it,” he said. “With your permission?”

His eyes stayed on Rowena, and it gave her a heady sense of potency. If she didn’t allow it, he wouldn’t touch himself? But she had no intention of denying herself such a treat. Living in close quarters with other soldiers, she’d shared space with plenty of men furtively—and not so furtively—getting themselves off. Sometimes they did it to each other, but she didn’t participate, not even when she was in a blood frenzy. Rowena took no part in the after-combat revels. Not because she didn’t want to, but for her, it wasn’t possible. While the tyrant didn’t destroy her, he’d left wreckage in his wake, unseen scars that had yet to heal.

Lazily she drew her fingers from her pants and licked them. “Go ahead.”

To her amazement, he came over and settled next to her on the cushions, not touching but close enough that she could see everything. The scent of his arousal swept over her as he palmed his cock. Ro suspected that Hettie would be glad to return the favor, but Slay was watching Rowena, though she’d taken none of her clothes off. His fixed intensity became ever more erotic because he never looked away from her eyes. She drank in his urgency, the hard drag of each stroke, the way he squeezed and dug his teeth into his lower lip and kept watching her, like he wanted something but wouldn’t ask for it.

Touching him was…well, she wanted to. But just because she hadn’t panicked while they cuddled last night, it didn’t mean she was ready for this. She didn’t dare put her hand on his cock, but she could give him her words, as before.

“Just look how wet you are. You’re about to lose it. Do it harder and faster. I want to see your face when you come.”

He let out a guttural groan, obeying her order with such alacrity that she feared he might hurt himself. The slapping sound intensified and soon he was full-on fucking his fist with no inhibitions whatsoever. His abs tightened and his thighs locked.

His golden gaze stayed on hers. “Tell me to come.”

“Come for me, Slay.” She hoped he’d like hearing his name, not that she had much experience in such matters.

“Fuck. Yes, Ro. Yes.”

His cock pulsed in his fist and then he spurted all over his quivering abs. Rowena would’ve loved to pet him through the aftermath as he lay there with his head thrown back, beautiful eyes closed. She contented herself with a long, luxurious look; he truly was gorgeous. Soon, Hettie brought damp towels and they tidied up.

“Everyone appears believably spent,” the other woman noted with satisfaction. “We have a little more time. Let’s talk, my love.”

Rowena squared her shoulders. “All our old plans…it’s time to put them into motion. I don’t know who’s left, but if need be, we’ll recruit assistance.”

“We lost almost everyone,” Hettie said.

“Then we rebuild. I know it’ll take time, but the plan—”

“Almost got you killed! Or did you forget that I had to watch you walk to the execution block? If it hadn’t been for Prince Alastor, you’d be dead, Ro. It’s not fair to ask me to—”

“If you don’t want to help, I understand. It’s a risk, one I’m willing to take. It’s my life,” she added.

That was all she’d ever owned, all the currency she possessed. And I’m willing to spend it this way. Please let me.

Some things were worth dying for, and defeating the tyrant was one of them. Even if Rowena didn’t live to see it, so many others would benefit from his destruction.

Finally, Hettie sighed. “I had to be sure. There are still a few of us. Thankfully, Chantisse was too clever to be caught, and this time, we won’t fail. You remember our old signal?”

“Of course,” Rowena said.

“Then look for it in a week or so. Chantisse runs the gaming house now, and she has her finger on the undercity’s pulse. She’ll help us.”

Apart from Hettie, Chantisse was Rowena’s closest friend. Most women had shied away from Ro—in fear, envy, or scorn—because of her status as Tycho Vega’s pet. Lucan had wanted to be more than a friend, so she didn’t count him among her loyal cohort, plus Old Wendell had said he’d changed. Briefly she considered asking Hettie, but they’d already taken up enough time. Better to leave before it seemed they’d had the chance to do some real plotting. There were always eyes and ears, searching for information to sell. Even hope had a price here.

“Wait for my signal,” Hettie whispered.

This time she didn’t hug Rowena, and she realized that her friend knew that she hadn’t cured her aversion to close contact. At the best of times she kept it at bay, and she faked being fine. But if she did that long enough, maybe one day the pretense would become reality.

They left the comfort house, languid and loose-limbed. It should be obvious to anyone watching that they’d enjoyed the services on offer. Or Rowena hoped so anyway.

“Why didn’t you let Hettie reciprocate?” She didn’t plan to ask the question; it just slipped out as they turned toward their quarters.

His answer floored her. “You didn’t tell me to.”

Rowena stopped walking, eyes wide. “If I’d ordered you to receive a blow job, that’s the only way you would have let it happen?”

“Yeah,” Slay said. “I only did what you asked, exactly as you wanted. Everything that happened was about pleasing you. Did you not get that?”

Oh gods.

Her face went fire hot and her knees suddenly had jelly in them. Rowena stumbled back against the wall, hands on her cheeks. She had no idea what to do with this information, simultaneously exciting and overwhelming, too much power abruptly bestowed on someone who never had any.

“You’re into that?” she finally asked in a very faint voice.

“Turns out, yes. But maybe not with anyone else. It’s just…you. I’m not a big thinker. I follow my feelings and usually those are wrong. In this case, I’m not sorry. I liked doing what you told me. Liked how greedy your eyes got when I came. I’d be up for more, just the two of us. No pressure, though, I certainly don’t expect anything from you.”

He doesn’t know, she thought. That I can’t touch him, even if I want to. But maybe we can manage to play.

Any fraction of pleasure she scraped up felt like victory over the tyrant. Maybe it was illogical, but Rowena felt like if she could take back sovereignty over her body, then they could take the undercity and then Golgerra. Symbiotic magic.

“What did you have in mind?” she asked.

Slay had all kinds of ideas, but most of them were impractical.

He shrugged. “We can play it by ear, do what feels right. I just hope you don’t regret what happened. It would suck if things got weird between us.”

Rowena laughed. “All we did was masturbate. I’ve listened to countless soldiers nutting since I joined Prince Alastor’s service.”

Maybe that was meant to reassure him—that this was no big deal in her eyes—but it only pissed him off. His mood plummeted, slicing clean through the endorphins. He’d never done anything like this before, and it felt like she was shrugging and moving on. Yet there was no reason for her not to, so…

“Good to know,” he muttered.

Life changing for me, business as usual for her.

Well, at least he was pissed at someone besides Pru for a change. That constituted progress, right? Morosely he followed her through the market, back toward the shitty alcove where they crashed.

Rowena stopped so suddenly that he almost slammed into her from behind. She stepped into a niche that lent them a modicum of privacy. “I can tell that you didn’t like my reply, but I don’t know why.”

“You compared what happened today with anonymous guys jerking off near you in a shared tent when you were on a forced march. Is there anything I’d like about that?”

“Oh.” She bit her lip, seeming to realize why he might be aggro over this.

“That’s not even consensual, just something they’re doing in your vicinity. I asked, Ro. You participated. It’s not remotely the same.”

“You’re right. It’s not. I was trying to make you feel like it wasn’t a big deal but—”

“It was, though,” he interrupted.

“What?”

“A big deal. You think I routinely let people order me around? That I eat pussy like a professional on demand? In my whole life, I’ve had one sex partner. One. Today, I tripled that number, and then you told me it was nothing. So excuse me if I’m bent out of shape. I don’t do this. I haven’t.”

“Then why did you?”

“I don’t know!” he yelled. “It’s a copout to say ‘because it’s you’ but that’s all I’ve got. I wanted to please you. I still do.”

Her eyes widened, shock rendering her adorable. “Wow. Okay. Since we’re leveling with each other, before today, I’ve had one partner too.”

The bastard, Tycho Vega? But from what he’d gleaned that wasn’t consensual. Nothing about that situation had been her choice. Everything was forced on her. Everything. Oh shit. Finally, Slay thought he had the dots connected and now he wanted to set the picture on fire.

Deliberately he took a step closer. “I get it. You’re saying that you’re a virgin.”

“No, I—”

“You’ve never taken a lover.”

Ridiculously it sent a thrill through him that what they’d done was as unfamiliar for her as it had been for him. He’d had enough of feeling like he needed to catch up. With her, whatever happened next, they’d figure it out together.

Rowena let out a slow breath, seeming to understand what he meant. “Yeah. Normally I have…issues being touched. Last night was a weird exception.”

An obvious solution popped into Slay’s head, and his mouth ran with it. “You could tie me up. Be completely in control.”

“I…” Judging from her expression, she had a deeply conflicted reaction to that suggestion. “Am not sure that would work. And wouldn’t you be scared?”

“Of you? Never. Plus, even if you have a mean streak, I—”

“Seriously? I would never hurt you! I can tell you with a thousand percent assurance that I’m not into pain. Not yours. Not mine.” Briefly she looked like she was about to kick him in the shins, her expression softened. “But…maybe…it truly wouldn’t bother you to be helpless, subject to my every whim?”

Slay’s grin was probably crooked, but it appeared nonetheless. “Based on what I learnt about myself today, I predict I’d be into it, as long as you’re tying the knots. Honestly, I’m more invested in helping you feel safe.”

“I do feel safe with you,” she confessed quietly.

Just like that, his bad mood dissolved. Vega had done hideous things to Rowena—to the point that she didn’t like being touched—and yeah, he had noticed the way she flinched when Hettie hugged her. But she hadn’t recoiled when he caught her yesterday. And she didn’t cower away last night either.

There’s something here.

At this point, Slay didn’t know what it was, and they still had a rebellion to incite, but if he could help her recover fully? That would be so fucking worthwhile.

“That’s the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me,” he said, only half joking.

Rowena blinked at him. “I would’ve thought that everyone in Ash Valley feels that way. You were the second in command, after all.”

He sighed. “That was…I was Dom’s best friend. I didn’t earn that position by being competent or thoughtful or even particularly well regarded. After Dom took off, I spent three years slogging uphill against the popular sentiment that I’m too much of a thick hothead to be in charge—that I was one smart-ass comment away from starting some shit with the other holds. It was…” Exhausting. Heartbreaking. Disheartening.

And not once had Pru ever said, Don’t worry. I believe in you. You can do this.

Which was why he’d sent her to fetch Dom in the first place. Her quiet worry ate away at him, and other people eroded his self-confidence further until even Slay thought he was about to wreck everything with his incompetence. He had been desperate when he begged Pru to bring Dominic back before the conclave. In hindsight, hell yeah, he should’ve gone with her.

But I didn’t. Can’t unring that bell. No matter how I brood over it, it’s done. She’s never coming back. Not even if I beg.

And he had.

“Then rise here,” Rowena said unexpectedly.

“What?” Slay had lost the thread of what they were talking about, neck deep in a stagnant lake of old futility and self-loathing, sinking fast.

“Prove yourself here. We’re not old friends, though I have hopes for our future. Right now we’re allies who could be more and I see the potential for greatness in you.”

His eyes stung so fucking bad. He came all the way to the undercity in Golgerra to hear someone say that about him. The hothead. The general fuckup.

“Thanks,” he whispered.

“For what?”

“Making me feel like I’m worth something after all.”

Rowena drew in a sharp breath and then she touched him. Now he knew what a big damn deal it was, so he held still, reveling in the soft warmth of her hand on his arm. And God, that spot might as well be glowing because all his nerves lit up at the same time. What would it be like if she ever decided to tie him up and touch him all over? His cock jerked, ready to volunteer for service.

“Don’t ever doubt it,” she said.

She seemed to gain confidence when she realized he wasn’t stirring and she raised both hands to frame his face like she meant to kiss him. From what he knew about her history, that wouldn’t happen, but he rejoiced in her getting this far.

She’s not scared of me. I make her feel safe.

Dying didn’t even seem like a bad risk anymore. There was important work to do here and he was honestly glad one of his screwups might skew positive for a change.

Maybe I’m right where I need to be, put here for a reason. To help her. Protect her.

Earlier, he’d thought she was a queen, and he would be her knight until the end.
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Before Rowena knew it, a week passed.

Waiting was difficult, but she shouldn’t return to the comfort house before Hettie signaled. While Hettie was game, Chantisse might not want to stick her neck out after the last purge. And even if she did, the planning had been slow before. This time, progress would be glacial with constant checks, lest the network be betrayed as it had been before.

We still don’t know who did it, who told the guards what we were planning.

Rowena owed payback to that unknown traitor, as most of her associates had been sent to the block for execution. In time, she would make that soul suffer as her allies had.

Since the day they went to the comfort house, Slay maintained the pretense that they were lovers—perhaps it was even true after a fashion—and nobody had so much as glanced sideways at her. His protection felt different than the way the tyrant had marked her. Hard to explain but there was no threat inherent in this. The days ran together with constant work, limited rations, and nights spent with Slay offering himself as a shield between her and the rest of the world.

I don’t understand what he’s thinking.

Tonight, her back ached from long hours stooped over the machine. She’d heard that Golgerra exported some of their work, and she wondered if those who bought the clothing knew the circumstances behind its creation, if they purchased unaware or they didn’t care. She’d never gone shopping, except for a trip to the market with Sheyla Halek to search for medicinal herbs, but if she got the chance, she’d ask where the goods came from before buying.

Ro sighed.

“What’s wrong?” Slay asked, as they left the workshop.

She shook her head, not wanting to express her glum thoughts. They had a little time before they were required to be present in housing, but she couldn’t decide on the best way to use those moments. “I suppose I’m tired of waiting.”

“There has to be more we can do,” Slay said. “At this rate we’ll die of old age.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Disease and deprivation will take us out before we get old.”

He laughed like she’d made a joke. “I love your sense of humor.”

But she wasn’t kidding. Oddly, Slay often chuckled when she stated facts, proof that they lived in wildly disparate worlds. Initially, she tried to correct the misunderstandings, but these days she let him think she was clever and amusing.

In all honesty, she hadn’t expected to last this long. She’d imagined that as soon as the tyrant heard of her return, he would finish what he’d started years ago. Perhaps she ought to fear coming to the end of her path, but mostly she dreaded what would happen to those she cared about, if they’d be targeted after her death. That numbness was a side effect of living under constant threat; after a certain point, that cessation of anxiety was such a relief that other emotions eventually followed. Consequently, these days it was difficult for Rowena to feel anything at all. Anger was the easiest, the quickest to burn through the comfortable analgesic.

Lately, though, softer feelings tiptoed in. Rowena fought the inclination, but now there was no denying it. She was getting attached to Slay, much good that it would do either of them.

I can’t let him get hurt because of me.

As she framed the thought, a guard stepped into her path, and she moved aside automatically, the response inculcated since birth. Prisoners gave way, kept their eyes down; they were the lowest of the low.

But I flew. I felt sunlight on my skin. I learned the smell of the wind.

Everyone deserves that.

Nobody should be treated this way, no matter what they did.

She expected the guard to pass, possibly after inflicting some pain or humiliation. Instead, a familiar voice said, “It’s been a long time, Rowena.”

Her eyes shot up, and her stomach lurched. Before, she hadn’t even glanced at the man’s face, but this was Lucan, wearing a guard uniform. Unlike the old days, he was tidy from head to toe. Fair hair, impeccably cut and styled, fell across his brow. His face was clean shaven, revealing an angular jaw and an unfamiliar chin dimple. Even his eyes were different when he stared, the blue of an ocean untouched by light or warmth. He regarded her with icy composure, waiting for her to speak.

“It has,” she agreed.

“I’d say you’re looking well, but…” He lifted a shoulder in a careless shrug, as if he couldn’t be bothered with a polite lie.

This must have been what Wendell meant when he said Lucan was different than she recalled. Nothing could have prepared her for this, as Lucan had been a prisoner before. The caste shift simply wasn’t possible under normal circumstances. The only way he could’ve risen so far was if—

“It was you.” Traitor. Murderer. With colossal self-control, she held the words in. So many good people died to feed Lucan’s ambition.

Lucan chortled softly. “Did you just figure that out? Tycho was right…your primary asset is not your mind.”

Slay took a step forward, and she sensed that he was about to start trouble. They couldn’t afford to draw attention with Hettie and possibly Chantisse working behind the scenes, and she didn’t want Slay sent to the box again. Even if he healed at an extraordinary rate, he still experienced the pain.

She put up a hand. “Don’t. He’s not worth it.”

Lucan made a scoffing noise. “One thing hasn’t changed. You always had people sniffing around, desperate to heal your damage, to make you love them back, but we know the truth, don’t we, Ro? There’s no love in you to give. You’ll never admit it, but you belong to Vega. Deep down you’ll always be too frightened to offer your heart to anyone else.”

What the hell.

There might as well be barbed wire wrapped around her insides, squeezing with painful compressions. “Is that why?” Rowena swallowed a futile curse. “It would be bad enough if you betrayed everyone to better your circumstances, but…you did this because I didn’t love you, Lucan? I hope you never sleep soundly for the rest of your life and that the angry dead who trusted you whisper in your ears until you can’t stand it.”

“Damn,” said Slay, looking faintly impressed.

Lucan laughed, this time the sound utterly without humor. “You think I ever slept well in the first place? I suspect things have been peaceful for you thus far because people are avoiding Tycho. Nobody’s had the nerve to inform him of your return with the war effort going so poorly. But rest assured, I’ll carry word myself. I’m sure he’ll call for you soon.”

Sickness roiled in her stomach. It overwhelmed her in a rush and she puked on his highly polished boots. Lucan skittered back in disgust.

“Terror from the thought of seeing Tycho?” he mocked. “Or did someone finally manage to impregnate you? Your life would’ve been so different if Tycho had gotten the bastard he wanted from you, little concubine.”

“You’re fucking foul,” Slay said in a conversational tone. “It sucks when you don’t get the girl. Trust me, I’m aware. But the way you’re acting? You’ll die alone.”

As Rowena hunched over, fighting a second wave of nausea, Lucan punched Slay in the face. It didn’t even turn his head. The Animari loosened his shoulders and offered a defiant look, practically daring Lucan to do it again.

“Eyes down!”

Slay kept staring. “Fuck you,” he said deliberately.

That earned him another two blows, neither of which he seemed to feel. People were starting to gather, sensing that there might be an escalation, and then two more guards arrived. Her heart sank.

“What’s happening here?” Timms demanded.

Lucan deferred to this asshole so he must be the ranking officer on scene; the blond guard responded without hesitation. “This prisoner defiled my shoes and her companion is being obstinate and combative.”

You’re doing this because he made eye contact, she almost said. But it was better not to provoke them.

Too bad Slay didn’t give a fuck. He crossed his arms and glanced between the three guards. “Is it that time again?”

They shared a confused look, then Timms spoke again. “What time?”

The Animari smirked, seeming to provoke them on purpose. “Time for you to relieve your feelings of sadness and inadequacy by putting me in the box.”

“If you apologize for breaking the rules and promise to comply going forward, I see no reason to do that,” the guard said, surprising Rowena.

She blinked. That was more logic and understanding than one usually got from Timms. He was a son of a bitch, but it seemed like he didn’t care for Lucan. That made sense since the guards had their own hierarchy, and they wouldn’t feel great about allowing a former prisoner and turncoat into their ranks.

Slay laughed in their faces. “You want me to apologize for looking at this asshole? Not gonna happen. I’d rather go back in the box.”

“Your wish is granted,” Lucan snapped. To Timms he added, “Permission to proceed?”

The older guard sighed, but he didn’t act like he cared enough to interfere. “Granted.”

As the three of them dragged Slay away, he called to Rowena, “Don’t let our children forget me!”

Though it shouldn’t be the least bit funny—why did he have to be a wise-ass even now—Rowena still fucking laughed.

Okay, maybe that wasn’t my brightest move.

Belatedly, Slay realized he had left Rowena alone, unprotected, with a vindictive son of a bitch ready to drop her in Tycho Vega’s lap.

Fuck. I should have apologized.

This was exactly the kind of shit that used to get him in trouble in Ash Valley, the reason people had been so sure he’d start a war if he presided over the conclave. If only I could hit pause on my brain, give it a minute to catch up before I start running my mouth.

The box was basically what it sounded like, a small stone room that was perfectly square, only two by two, barely big enough for him to stretch out. The ceiling was low too. He could barely manage to do press-ups, though if they caught him they’d add time. He was supposed to reflect on what he’d done wrong, not exercise.

During his stint in solitary, they only gave enough water to keep him alive, no food. And the last time he was here, he started hallucinating toward the end. He’d rather have Pru yell at him than see his dead mother because Ma always came looking as she had at the moment of her death, so torn up from the bombs that the mortician had to piece her back together.

Fuck. Stop thinking about it.

But it was impossible to stem the tide of bitterness. After the bombs went off and his mom died, Pru and Dom didn’t check in with him. Not even once. Mags did, but she was busy. Hell, everyone was, but people who cared made time, right? Slay didn’t even know if Dom and Pru could still be considered his friends, all things considered. It seemed like seeing him made them feel guilty, and fuck, they should.

Nothing about it had been right from his point of view, but he could also see why Pru thought the way she did. To be fair, he had rejected her. They hadn’t been together in the same way since that day. He just hadn’t realized their relationship was broken past the point of fixing until she came back smelling like his best friend. It would make Slay feel better if Dom and Pru didn’t fit so fucking well together, like Slay had been the obstacle who didn’t realize he should step aside years ago.

Grim thoughts took him, pulled him under. He lost all sense of time for a while because it was dark and maybe he slept. When he opened his eyes, it was completely disorienting since the box looked the same as the back of his eyelids.

Am I asleep? Awake? Who fucking knows?

Slay could hear dripping water and the sound of his own heartbeat in his ears.

And then Pru spoke right beside him. He could even smell her soft, familiar scent. “When will you let me go?”

“I did a long time ago,” he lied.

“That’s not true or I wouldn’t be here now. You know that I’m right.”

He scowled. Even in a hallucination, he couldn’t win an argument with this woman. “What am I supposed to do? I loved you my whole life. How can I just…stop?”

“Did you, though? Or did we become a habit that was hard to break? It can be tough knowing when to give up, but there’s no shame in realizing that something can’t work no matter how much you want it to. You and me, we didn’t fit. I wanted it. You wanted it. But we had an expiration date. Please stop blaming yourself. I wasn’t brave enough when I needed to be. Neither were you. And we both made choices that led us here.”

“I miss you,” he whispered. “And I miss Dom. That’s what sucks most of all. I don’t even know if you care anymore.”

“We do,” she assured him. “And we want you to come home. You’re part of our family. Dom feels sick about what we did to you, and it won’t get better until you tell him personally that we can get past this.”

This was the realest talk he’d ever had with Pru. Maybe, just maybe, he was ready to believe her. That relationship failed and it wasn’t entirely his fault, not all hers either. Together, we fucked it up. And now it’s done.

A sliver dislodged from his heart in that moment, and as if it meant something, the door swung wide, letting in a crack of light. “Crawl out, no sudden moves.”

“Has it been two days already? I was just getting cozy,” he joked.

The guard slammed his weapon against the floor. “Trying to be funny, asshole?”

“Sorry, I won’t do it again.” This time. He complied with all instructions, shaky as fuck from the long stretch without food.

Slay had to keep a lid on his temper and his mouth, as he skirted perilously close to the point where he wouldn’t be able to shift. The idea of being forcibly separated from his jaguar aspect filled him with anguish. In this head, the big cat paced, already beyond distress at the current situation. But they’d already tried biting and clawing their out.

This time he didn’t say a word as the guards marched him through the undercity. And when they shoved him into the shared dorm, Rowena caught him, bracing him when he had trouble staying on his feet.

Just like I did for her on the day we met.

She didn’t ask if he was okay. Still steadying him, she drew him out to the private niche where they’d talked before. Silently, she handed him food she’d somehow stockpiled in his absence, heels of bread, dry fish, and hard cheese. These rations weren’t normally provided to the prisoners, and if he hadn’t been starving he would’ve asked what she had to do to get them. But that seemed ungrateful.

So he ate and kept his curiosity and concern to himself, focusing on the fact that she cared enough to look after him. In a place like this, kindness didn’t come lightly.

As he ate, his energy levels stabilized and Slay let out a soft sigh. “Thanks. And sorry. Next time I’ll do what I’m told.”

“It’s harder for you,” she said softly. “I understand that.”

“Huh?”

“Because you were born believing that you matter, that you’re as good as anyone else. Here it’s the opposite. We’re conditioned to think that we’re trash, worthless and disposable.”

His heart ached until he couldn’t breathe. “You know that’s not true, right?”

“I’m trying to internalize it. Some days I do better than others.”

Fuck, I want to hold her.

But Rowena might not find it comforting. Maybe his touch would even catapult her into some horrific memory—because he’d snuggled her once, it didn’t mean he could always do that—so he didn’t reach out but he did luxuriate in the way she’d helped him outside when he was shaky. Casual contact seemed to be getting easier for her, at least with him.

“I’ll keep saying it until you hear my voice in your head, not anybody else’s.”

To his astonishment, she raised her gaze to meet his and whispered, “I already do. I missed you.”

Shit, why can’t I hug her? For once his brain came up with a solution before his mouth caused problems. Silently he opened his arms. “I’m hugging you so hard right now.”

Rowena opened hers too. She didn’t step close but her eyes gleamed so bright in the gloom that she must be fighting tears. “I’m hugging you back.”

“I’ll wait until you can do it for real,” Slay said.

“What if I never can? What if our first night together was a fluke? Lucan said the same thing in the beginning—he said he just wanted to love me and he didn’t care if I ever loved him back. And look where we are now.”

“Lucan is an asshole. You never made any promises. I’m not asking for any either, but I believe one day you’ll be able to hug me.”

Rowena smiled. “Really? That’s your ambition? Because my goal is to have you properly, not just cuddle you.”

Slay’s whole body went white hot.
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With all her heart, Rowena wished she could hug Slay now.

Fear kept her feet immobile. Not of him but of what might happen in her head if she dared. So far, she’d been unexpectedly fine when they touched, but that didn’t mean she’d surmounted the problem. Better wasn’t cured, and maybe she never would be. She’d settle for tiny steps forward, even if it meant also taking a few paces back.

Until her confidence increased she’d savor flirting with him. He didn’t see her as damaged or worse, tainted by her association with the tyrant. She smiled, hoping Slay could tell how happy she was to see him, how relieved she felt to have him back more or less unscathed. People died in the box, and others went mad. To her knowledge, nobody had gone back as often as Slay and emerged with their minds still intact. Maybe his stubbornness was an Animari thing—she had no idea—or it could be unique to Slay.

He seemed thunderstruck by her playful response, unable to respond for a few moments. Finally he said, “You saying you’d like our pretense to be real?”

“Not right this minute. But yes, if it’s possible. Eventually. I want to choose a lover, just like everyone else does. That would be…” Here, words failed her.

She hadn’t wanted that from Prince Alastor, whatever he’d thought about her case of hero worship. He was too close to the tyrant, biologically related. As for Dedrick and Graff, they felt more like siblings. And fighting with the other soldiers, marching with them, smelling their sweaty bodies and breathing in their farts while watching them peel the skin off their scaly feet? Close quarters didn’t always lead to attraction. There had been absolutely no one in the prince’s cohort who tempted her. She’d never expected she’d feel a spark for the first time after returning to the undercity.

Slay still hadn’t said anything, and she started feeling awkward. “Uhm. It’s not a requirement or anything. I would never pressure you—”

“I’m just marveling at my luck,” he said quietly. “Could be our circumstances but I’m feeling pretty special.”

When his hot golden gaze glided over her mouth, it felt like a kiss, and excitement quivered through her. The feeling was new enough that it gave her the shivers. She wasn’t used to having another person involved in her sexual urges. Instead of panicking, she breathed through her nerves and just…experienced everything—the arousal and the anxiety and afterward, he was still there. Not impatient, not annoyed, only puzzled and a little concerned.

“I hope you always feel the way,” she said. “To explain my issues, I would have to tell you things that I prefer not to think about, let alone discuss and—”

“Nah,” Slay cut in. “Don’t dig into old wounds for me. I mean, if you need to, I’ll listen, but I don’t believe that every wound needs lancing. Sometimes they heal over and the scar tissue is tough. You want that protection, right? So leave it be and do whatever’s right for you. I’m here regardless. Not going anywhere.” He flashed an endearing grin. “I mean, I literally can’t leave, but I think you get what I’m going for here. Did I ruin it?”

It felt like her face might crack open, she was smiling so wide. “Never.”

The bell tolled, signaling their curfew. Though they were close to their quarters, it would be bad for guards to catch Slay breaking the rules so soon after returning from the box. They likely already had him on a watchlist. Rowena tried not to fret about what Lucan had said as she headed to their pallets.

“You’re worried,” Slay guessed.

She glanced at him, startled. “How can you tell?”

“Your scent changes. Being Animari gives me a leg up in that regard.”

Oh.

“Does that mean you can tell when I…”

“When you’re entertaining wicked thoughts about me? Yes.”

The heat in her cheeks blazed until she had to press both palms to her face to soothe the sting. “I can’t decide if it’s better or worse that I’m now aware that you’ll know.”

“It makes certain things easier,” he admitted. “Because we usually don’t need to be concerned about moving on someone who isn’t into it. If there’s any reciprocal attraction, it’s generally tangible to both parties.”

She considered briefly. “That would be convenient.”

“You never have to wonder about me,” Slay said.

“Thank you.”

Dread still coiled deep within her, however, as they made their way to their pallets and settled with her nestled between Slay and the wall. When she closed her eyes, she surprised herself, not by obsessing on what would happen when Lucan reported her to the tyrant, but…

With a mouth-watering mental image of Slay’s gaze on her while he ruthlessly fisted his cock. She found she could create every minute shift of his expression, the way he licked his lips and bit them, and soon, she was downright turned on, so slick that she could feel it when she rolled onto her side. She wouldn’t do anything, surrounded by so many people, but it was a unique feeling, being aroused by someone who was right next to her and—

If he’s still awake, he probably knows.

Just then, Slay’s breath brushed her ear, sending tingles through that side of her body. “You’re thinking dirty thoughts again.”

Rowena didn’t even try to deny it. “Guilty. I’m remembering how you looked getting yourself off.”

He made a noise deep in his throat that created an answering ache inside her. “Cruel and unusual. That was hot for you?”

“Yes.” She squirmed a little more. Those urges grew more difficult to ignore, her sex thrumming insistently, and she rolled onto her stomach. The pressure against the rag pallet, even though her clothes, might be enough if she moved a bit more purposefully.

I shouldn’t…

“They’re all asleep,” Slay whispered. “If you’re quiet, nobody will know.”

Sometimes it was as if he could read her mind. He’d know, though, and that turned her on even more. With an urgent huff of breath, she slid her hand between her legs. Doing it like this was the fastest way she’d found to make it happen. Her cheeks burned as she scissored her legs and tried to hold her breath. Slay moved closer, not touching her, but his heat radiated toward her, and she could tell by his rapid inhalations that he was excited.

He put his hand near her lips, like he wanted to feel her silent gasps against his skin, and she latched on with her teeth, biting down to silence the moan when she came. With a silent shudder, she basked in the tingles spreading through her. Just a tiny orgasm, enough to take the edge off. Abashed, she released him, hoping she hadn’t done real harm.

“That was quick. I turn you on that much?” Slay whispered the question, another shiver of breath on her skin.

Relaxed now, she stretched and nestled her face against her forearm. “Most definitely. Sorry if I’m leaving you with…unresolved issues, but I’m about to pass out.”

His laugh sounded like a purr. “Worth it. I don’t even mind.”

A random, sleepy question occurred to her. “Why do they call you Slay? Is it because of your temper?”

“Partly. The joke was that I’d rather fight to the death than admit I’m wrong. But also, my last name is Slater.”

“Ah. A dual purpose nickname.”

“What’s your surname anyway? I don’t think you ever told me.”

She yawned, closing her eyes. Normally it bothered her to admit this. “Don’t have one, though I’ve been using Van Alastor since the prince saved me from the block.”

Of her own accord, she reached out and took Slay’s hand. So warm. Callused. Utterly unlike the tyrant’s.

I could never get those two mixed up, even in the dark.

For the first time in ages, hope sparked through her. If Slay gave her time, she might be able to move forward with him.

Ro fell asleep dreaming of the future.

Slay was harder than he ever had been in his life.

For Rowena.

Who he’d never truly touched. And yet it felt like they were lovers. No longer faking the show for curious onlookers. Nothing about that impression made any damn sense, but he wasn’t known for his logical brain. He had no clue what was happening between them. Possibly he’d regret all this later, when he got back to his normal life and started assessing the impulsive decisions he’d made right and left recently.

Not thinking about that now.

Slay laid there for hell knew how long, absurdly aware of her hand tucked in his. He let out a slow breath and tried to drift, but he kept circling back to how much danger she was in. Constantly. There was a ticking clock in the back of his head and his jaguar paced in the prison of his mind, snarling uneasily. The great cat wanted out of this hell hole even more than Slay did, and it had been so long since he shifted that he feared he might go feral the next time he did. No higher intelligence driving his actions, just animal instinct.

Finally, he winked out, but it felt like mere moments until six bells. Slay groaned as he opened his eyes and then stilled when he realized that Rowena was pressed up against him. No shin kicking this time, just her tucked against his side, breathing deeply in sleep as the rest of their work crew stirred nearby.

Fuck. I don’t want to get up.

“Best get moving,” another prisoner said.

“Rowena,” he whispered.

He didn’t touch her, but he said her name again, this time more firmly.

When she opened her eyes, her whole body went rigid at seeing his face so close. For a minute, he thought she might scream, and the abject terror in her silvery gaze broke his heart. Finally, she exhaled and the tension left her as she moved away from him.

Fuck. That bastard needs to die. Don’t much care how we get it done, but it’s happening.

“Sorry,” she said, scrambling to her feet with extra caution.

“You okay?”

“I was just a bit startled.”

Slay said, “I don’t think I grabbed you. Seems like you migrated in your sleep.”

“You’re really warm.” Her smile held a wistful note, as if she planned to savor the memory of being snuggled up to him.

Come to think of it, he’d never slept with anyone before Rowena. That was something he didn’t let happen when he was struggling to keep everybody happy. Fun fact, jaguars were shit at juggling and in the end, his balls ended up all over the floor. Groaning, he got up and tried to stretch away some of the kinks.

I miss showers. Even a cold one would be welcome.

Hygiene in the undercity amounted to a rag and bucket, and most didn’t bother. Consequently, the smell was overwhelming, though he’d learned to ignore it, a bit like pretending not to see the demon making faces through a window.

The morning went as usual with the same crappy breakfast. No wonder people had open sores and died young. It sucked imagining Rowena growing up here, tormented by Tycho Vega, having no idea what else was out there. Then Slay pictured her expression at finally seeing some of the world, and fuck, he wished he could’ve been the one to save her. He went back and forth on being pissed at Prince Alastor—yeah, he’d saved Rowena once, bullshit that he seemed to have abandoned her now.

“You look like you want to kill someone,” Ro said, as she followed the others toward the workshop.

Slay scowled. “Accurate.”

“Anyone I know?”

He shot her a look. “Probably best not to discuss it right now.”

“Understood.”

Once they got to the workshop, Slay made fancy dresses for hours, until his body screamed in protest and his spine might never be the same. Yet right next to him, there was a little girl working at the same pace. She couldn’t be more than eleven, and her face was filthy, more dirt than skin showing.

I really need to remember how easy I’ve had it. And I had no fucking clue, either.

As he studied her, the girl fumbled and Slay lunged, pulling her hand free before the needle stabbed through her palm. She cried out, eyes wide, but before the guards came, the bell tolled signaling the meal break.

“You okay?” he asked.

Silent and scared, she nodded. “I already have a protector. Please don’t hurt me.”

Fuck, what does that mean? Surely not what that other prisoner had mentioned before when he was praising Rowena for hooking up with Slay. This girl couldn’t be implying that, right? Please, no. Not at her age.

Rowena knelt to inspect the child’s hand. No damage. “Who’s that?”

“My older brother looks after me. But he works somewhere else, and I’m just trying to stay out of trouble.”

“We won’t bother you,” Ro promised.

The girl relaxed at hearing Rowena speak for Slay. He backed off and let them talk, instead joining the line to get his portion of gritty brown bread and beer.

This kind of life makes you wish for death.

Without Rowena, he might not be coping so well. Before they met, despair had been chewing away at him, like a mouse working a wheel of cheese. Allying with her gave him some hope that they could turn the tide—that this wasn’t forever.

After work, they cruised past the comfort house and Rowena’s scent brightened with excitement. He didn’t understand the reason for it because everything looked the same to him. Then she leaned close to say softly, “There’s a yellow ribbon tied around the pillar. That’s the signal. Hettie must have gotten Chantisse on board.”

“We heading in then?”

She shook her head. “We can’t use the comfort house as our HQ. Tonight, as we walk around, I’ll check a few of the old drop sites. There should be a message telling us where the first assembly will be held.”

A chill went through him. This was major, and here he was in the thick of it. He didn’t have roots in Golgerra, so there was no way in hell he could’ve accomplished anything without her. But supporting Rowena, doing whatever the hell she needed him to? That he could do.

Slay put his face next to hers. The gesture would look intimate, but this was about preventing spies from eavesdropping. “We talked about taking Golgerra,” he said. “But we didn’t think it would be possible from the outside. All our best strategists said it would cost too many lives, and even then they didn’t project a high probability of success.”

“That’s why it’ll be an inside job,” Rowena said. “And I don’t care about the odds. All reasonable projections suggest I’d be dead by now, but I’m not. And I’ll fight with every breath in my body. Until we get this done or I’m done in.”

“No. Not on my watch. You need somebody to guard your back. That’s where I’ll stand, until they pull me away in pieces. I got you, Ro.”

Her eyes welled up with tears, and they slid down her cheeks in delicate trickles. Defiantly, she stared up at him, as if challenging him to comment on the fact that he’d made her cry. She didn’t wipe the marks away and he didn’t either.

She swallowed hard before she could get the words out. “We don’t really have religion in the undercity. Because any god or goddess that would let us live like this? I don’t owe them any worship. But I’m starting to think you were sent, Slay. There’s no other explanation for me winding up beside somebody as amazing as you.”

Fuck. Kissing her would have been perfect, but he’d promised to be patient. Not to push. So he pressed his lips to his palm instead and then blew. Bright-eyed, she snatched the kiss out of the air and made an adorable show of stashing it in her tunic for later.

“Your kisses are high octane, I’m fired up now,” she said cheerfully. “Let’s go exploring. I want to show you my childhood.” Her eyes said that was the cover for checking the drop sites.

Slay hoped he’d still learn more about Rowena because apparently this hunger was bottomless, and if he couldn’t have her, he’d devour her words instead.
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“Children too young to work live here.” Rowena paused outside the largest of the dormitories. “Sometimes they’re lucky enough to stay with their parents but not always, and often parents die before the child joins the labor pool.”

She wondered if her dispassionate recitation covered how much she missed her mother, even now. For children who were handed over to assigned caregivers, the future was bleaker than usual. Slay took in the facilities and then he seemed to read her expression.

“I guess I won’t be hearing any happy stories,” he said.

She managed a smile. “It’s not that sort of a tour.”

“There must’ve been some bright moments, though, right? Or maybe I just want to believe that because otherwise…” He sighed and rubbed his chest.

Rowena dug deep. “When my mother was alive, she told me about her life before she was captured. She described birds in the sky and flowers growing wild on the hillside, a riot of purple. She told me a lot about what it was like growing up in Eldritch lands. She mentioned her home village, Kelnora.” With a wry smile, she added, “Most of it sounded made up to me, but when I left Golgerra with Prince Alastor, I was stunned at how much bigger the world is than I ever imagined.”

“I would like to give it to you,” Slay said.

“The world?”

Oddly, it didn’t seem like he was joking. He’d mentioned a broken heart when they first met, so maybe flirting with Rowena was helping him forget about that for a while? Unexpectedly it gave her a pang to recall that he loved someone else. But she could live with being a distraction, a bright spot to help keep him sane in a terrible situation.

“Yeah. You deserve so much better than this,” he said.

“Everyone does. That’s the whole point of our…endeavor.”

Slay nodded as a woman came out of the creche with a group of five children, none older than four. To Rowena’s eyes, she was exhausted and none too gentle. For her, this was probably work, and she had little kindness to give.

“Let’s move on,” she said softly.

There was a drop point nearby and Slay kept watch while she moved the stone. Nothing. There were fifty different sites scattered around the undercity, and they would visit them all before the curfew bell rang. She punctuated the tour with interesting stories, as many as she could remember, but so many of them ended badly. There were no happy endings down here, unless you counted the sweet release of death. And in that case, it always ended on that note, sooner or later.

“What’s your happiest memory?” Slay asked, seeming to sense that this walk down memory lane was destroying her mood.

“The first time I changed,” Rowena answered without hesitation.

She’d noticed the guards following them a while ago, but she didn’t think they’d seen her check the last drop. Her heart raced, and she tried to calm down, willing herself not to panic.

“Will you tell me about it?” He leaned close as if soliciting an intimate confidence, then he whispered, “I’m sure you clocked them but we’ve attracted some fans.”

“I see them,” she murmured.

The guards weren’t even trying to be subtle, ambling openly in their wake. Maybe that was the point—to tell Rowena and Slay that freedom was an illusion here—and that they were constantly being watched.

As if I could ever forget.

“Let’s give them something to talk about.”

Slay backed her toward the far wall, the boundary demarcating where the undercity connected to the labyrinth leading upward. Rowena noticed that he was careful not to touch her as he propped an arm on the rock face and leaned down. From the guard’s angle, it probably looked like they were kissing. She wished she could really sell it, and then some devilish impulse took hold of her.

What’s the worst that can happen? I panic? Get scared? Been there, survived that.

She stretched up on tiptoe and touched her lips to his, hardly even a kiss, because in all honesty she didn’t know how. Kissing was usually soft and gentle, born of affection, not part of the tyrant’s program. It was strange being so close, touching only with their mouths. His was warm and dry, and his eyes widened briefly in shock, then his thick lashes slowly drifted down.

I’m supposed to close my eyes?

It was better when she did, since she no longer had an embarrassingly close view of his eyeballs, and the side of his face. For a long moment neither of them moved.

Is this all there is to it?

Rowena silently admitted to faint disappointment, but on the plus side, she wasn’t panicked. This didn’t remind her of anything she’d suffered before. As she was about to draw back, Slay parted his lips and nuzzled at hers, sending a little shiver through her.

There’s more to it.

She’d seen people kissing with open mouths, tongues in play, but he didn’t do that, just soft sips and delicate presses that made her quiver. He didn’t put his hands on her at all, and she wished he would, even if she freaked a little. To test herself, she cupped his face in her hands and leaned into him. So far, so good.

The kiss heated and he dared more, a graze of tongue on her lower lip. She gasped and drew back, not because she was scared, but she didn’t want to ruin the moment. From start to finish, it was lovely and left her craving more, exactly how this was supposed to work.

Ro smiled. “How was that?”

“I could kiss you for days,” he said, low.

The husky rumble of his voice sent another wave of pleasurable chills through her. She risked a glance over his shoulder, finding that the guards were no longer interested in their doings. She’d talked to enough people in Hallowell to be able to term this a date, though the opportunities for leisure in the undercity were few and far between. Gambling, drinking, and sex offered the most diversion, but all carried risk in some form.

“I’m pleased with myself,” she confessed. Taking a deep breath, Rowena threaded her fingers through his as she moved off, ready to continue their quest. “Is this okay?” she added, feeling strangely shy.

“Fucking fantastic.” He rubbed his thumb over her skin, such a soft touch.

Her skin prickled on her back for some reason. That often happened with Slay, nothing she’d ever experienced before. Her nipples ached in the aftermath of their kiss, and when he whispered in her ear, the top of her head tingled. Was any of that normal? She could ask Hettie, if she was willing to tolerate the kindly teasing that would accompany the answers.

The feel of his hand in hers didn’t set off her alarms either. Maybe if they moved slowly and she set the pace, eventually—

Oh, here.

Quickly she checked the area and found no one out of place. While Slay watched her back, as he’d promised, she darted into the alcove to check the next drop. Five sites later, she was starting to despair of ever locating the message that must be waiting.

I didn’t imagine the signal.

If they had changed the drop sites since she was gone, she had no hope of finding it. Can’t get disheartened.

“Let’s take a break,” Slay said at last.

Rowena shook her head. Though she was tired and her whole body hurt, she couldn’t quit until they ran out of time.

Slay appeared to read her resolve and let out a quiet sigh. “We shouldn’t miss the evening meal. Neither of us can afford to pare down further.”

“True. I’ll make you a deal. If we don’t find it soon, we’ll head back and get our rations.”

“Holding you to that,” he said.

Two more stops proved fruitless, but the next one after that, the drop near the market, had a scrap of paper hidden in it. The characters wouldn’t make sense to anyone else, as the resistance had come up with their own pictorial writing as most in the undercity couldn’t read otherwise. Keeping the code secret reduced the risk. Rowena memorized the message and then ate the scrap of paper.

“Tomorrow night at eight bells,” she whispered. Louder, she added, “This was fun, I’m so hungry. Shall we eat?”

The next night, Slay battled amorphous dread.

To make plans, the resistance had to meet. But meeting meant that someone with no loyalty might hear about the assembly and rat them out to the guards. He wasn’t clear on the details, but it seemed like that was what happened before, courtesy of that scumbag Lucan. This time, they couldn’t count on Prince Alastor saving agitators from the block.

None of these fears seemed to trouble Rowena, who was wending a circuitous path through the undercity. After making periodic checks that they weren’t being tailed, they waited a full five minutes—she counted the seconds—before dodging into a rocky outcropping. The passage was tight and narrow, seeming to have been carved by hand, and it opened to a wide space that might be a natural cavern.

“Is this where you used to meet?” he asked.

Rowena shook her head. “That would be unwise. Before, we used the comfort house, and that’s why we failed. Too many people come and go, making use of the services and facilities.”

Slay blinked. “Facilities?”

“Hot baths for those with the means to pay. Warm oil massages. It’s not just sex. I always wished I could afford to pay someone to brush my hair and listen to my complaints.”

“If you have a brush, I can handle the rest,” Slay offered, wondering if she’d let him.

In all honesty, it wasn’t like he had any skill at doing hair, but how hard could it be? Rowena offered him a gentle smile, one that kindled an answering warmth in his chest. Damn, when she looked at him like that, his sternum hurt, like his heart wanted to leave his body and fly over to her on silly cartoon wings.

“You know I don’t,” she said, running a hand through hair that had become progressively lanker the longer she stayed here.

If she was pretty under these conditions, she might drive people to madness when she was clean. His fantasies used to be much different, but now he yearned for things like running water and hot food; clothes were a different matter. After working the sewing machines, he’d never buy anything without knowing how it was made again. He did enjoy imagining Rowena clad in a pretty dress, however, because then he’d have the pleasure of stripping it off.

Settle down. This is not the time.

Quietly grateful that she couldn’t tell when he was indulging in dirty thoughts, he followed her to the back of the cavern. There was no other word for this place. Slay and Rowena were among the first to arrive. He recognized Hettie, though not the woman standing with her.

She had dark skin and hair shorn close to her head. Her strong features were faintly lined, and she held herself like a queen from her broad shoulders to her sandaled feet. Unlike most, she wore a pristine dress that set her apart from the working class.

Hettie stepped forward to make the introductions. “Chantisse, this is Slay. He’s from Ash Valley.”

Shrewd brown eyes met his, taking his measure in a glance. “Prisoner of war?”

He nodded, mildly impressed that she knew of the cat settlement. Chantisse must be better schooled than Slay, who’d slacked off constantly and didn’t know shit when his ‘education’ ended.

“I thought I’d be executed when they stopped the interrogations for intel,” he said.

Chantisse shook her head with a weary look. “That’s a waste of resources, no? They need grist for the mill, so they work their prisoners until they drop. They don’t even let the little ones who are born down here go, fuel for their endless engine.”

She kept saying ‘them’ like she wasn’t part of the Gol empire, but maybe that was a class difference? Discreetly, he breathed in and caught an unfamiliar scent. Not Gol. Not Eldritch, either. Closer to Animari, but she wasn’t cat or wolf and bear didn’t seem quite right either.

“It’s monstrous,” Rowena said.

Hettie nodded. “We’ll be twice as careful this time. And we won’t meet often. After this, we’ll use trustworthy runners to carry verbal messages.”

“Different ones each time,” Chantisse added. “We cannot fail again.” She wore an amused look as she caught Slay regarding her intently. “Did you figure it out, jaguar?”

That told him she had Animari senses; otherwise she couldn’t identify his other aspect so flawlessly. Abashed, Slay shook his head. “I’m not widely traveled. Before this, I’d only left Ash Valley a handful of times. Cats are territorial,” he added with a shrug.

“So I understand. And I’m part Gol, part bear. My shifted form is hybrid, an armored ursine. I have Animari senses, not the healing.”

He guessed that perhaps Chantisse had been born of a guard and a prisoner, like Rowena. She wouldn’t identify as Gol under those circumstances, as she’d been oppressed by their horrific system her entire life. No wonder she was leading the fight, despite the risks. Like Rowena, Chantisse would probably do anything to topple the tyrant.

“I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable,” he said.

She made a dismissive gesture as others started arriving. For such a big undertaking, startlingly few people turned up. That was safer, certainly, but how could they do anything with twenty prisoners?

“Most of you know me,” Chantisse said, calling the meeting to order. “But if you don’t, I run the gaming house. That provides me certain liberties and we’ll capitalize on that.”

“What’s our strategy this time?” someone asked.

“Gather information. First we watch and then we strike. We do have a plan, but it’s too soon to unveil all the details,” Chantisse said.

Smart. They needed to test their core group first.

The resistance leader indicated Rowena then. “You wanted to say a few words?”

Ro stepped forward and lifted her chin, all determination. “I wish I could show you the sky. For a while, I had a gadget that let me capture images to keep. We’re missing out on everything here. Everything. We all know that they’ll never change the system willingly because it benefits them. Our labor allows them to live in luxury.

“I want to give the world to all of you. The outside world doesn’t hate us, not like the tyrant says. If we succeed, you could live in Hallowell and do whatever you wish. There are other mixed settlements. Another thing they lied about…the borders aren’t closed to us anymore. I went to Ash Valley myself. If we stand up, when we fight, when we win, we won’t be isolated from the world. I promise that Prince Alastor won’t rule like his brother. This won’t be easy, but I need all of you with me. Will you fight?”

“Yes!” The acclamation came softly, echoing in the cavern.

Slay understood why they didn’t shout, but the faces turned toward Rowena all shared one quality; they were rapt and ready to follow her anywhere.

Hell, so was he.
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Two days later, the first runner found Rowena right after her shift ended.

The collision looked natural and the girl whispered so softly that even Slay, who stayed within arm’s reach, couldn’t overhear with his Animari senses. At least, Ro guessed that was why he looked mildly irritated. She nodded at the messenger and anyone observing the exchange would think she was acknowledging a muttered apology, not receiving intel.

Though Slay was visibly curious, he didn’t press. Wise since she couldn’t discuss certain matters in the crowd exiting the workshop. Emerging behind them, the girl Slay had saved watched him covertly, and Rowena decided she must have a crush. Abruptly the girl caught Rowena looking and she decided to roll with it.

“What’s your name?” Ro asked.

“Kani. Why do you want to know?” From the pugnacious tilt of her chin, this place hadn’t ground her down completely yet, even if she did react to Slay with fear at first.

“I was just curious,” she said. “I’m Rowena and this is Slay.”

“Is it true you can change into an animal?” Kani asked.

“A jaguar, and yes. What about you?”

“I haven’t had my quickening yet. My brother says it should be soon. But maybe not. I’m not supposed to get my hopes up.”

It sounded like Kani’s brother discouraged her from looking forward to anything, even something that small. That broke Rowena’s heart and reinforced her determination to liberate Golgerra, a tall fucking order. Kani hurried away with a hunted air, as if she wouldn’t feel safe until she reached her brother’s side.

“This way,” Ro said to Slay.

Time for another surreptitious skulk around the city, but this time, they wouldn’t be checking drop sites. The first step of the plan had been unveiled.

“Where are we headed?” Slay asked.

“You’ll see.”

Rowena could tell it irked him to follow her without knowing why, but he checked his temper. Satellite tunnels and natural caverns rayed out from the undercity, but none of them had an outlet. Prisoners had died of starvation trying to find a hidden way out because sometimes tremors opened a new avenue, so someone would go exploring. But it was impossible to stockpile the necessary supplies, so their resources usually ran out and later, guard patrols would collect the bodies to be processed in the great furnace.

Rowena had always been afraid to stray, but today, she had a mission. Keeping an eye on their tail, she led the way to a mushroom farm past the comfort house, then she kept going, heading down a little-used side tunnel. From the smell, she could tell she was on the right track.

This extra farm wasn’t sanctioned by the authorities, tended by prisoners for economic and recreational purposes. The screaming purplecap was wildly hallucinogenic, the drug of choice for those who wanted to forget their situation for a while. Often it was used as currency, indisputably valuable down below. The shroom took its name from the color, but also the way people reacted to licking one for the first time, either terrifying shrieks or maniacal laughter. If eaten, however, this fungus inevitably resulted in death within twenty-four hours due to necrotic liver damage. It would be an excruciating way to go.

“What are we doing here?” Slay asked.

“Harvesting mushrooms. Hurry up, we don’t have much time. They’ve distracted the watchman, but those who claim this patch won’t be diverted for long.”

She found the sack hidden where the runner had said it would be. As she quickly snatched shrooms, she explained the value of the screaming purplecap.

“We’ll deliver these to someone who will distill them into poison,” he predicted, when she finished. “Who’s our target?”

Rowena delivered the answer with relish. “Every guard in the undercity.”

She wondered if he would say that was a coward’s tactic and she watched his face as he plucked the fungi, filling the sack even faster than she did.

Slay only nodded, seeming thoughtful. “This wouldn’t work on the Animari. We’d just be sick and pissed off. But it’s a sound strategy since you don’t have weapons or training. The only advantage you have is numbers.”

Her heart raced as she worked to the end of the container row. The conditions were perfect for growing mushrooms down here and they ate them in many forms, just not these. She had a mental picture of how the resistance would go—it should unspool in stages—but it wasn’t the time to go over her plans with Slay. If they got caught by the prisoners who ran this shroom farm, it would come to violence, and she didn’t want to hurt people who were trying to get by. Maybe they would’ve been willing to help but the resistance couldn’t take the chance. Trusting too many too soon had gotten most of her friends killed before.

“Did we meet quota?” Slay asked.

“Why?”

“Because I’m hearing footfalls. The watchman is probably on his way back. Don’t think we can get out the way we came without being seen.”

Thank the stars for his jaguar ears.

“This way!” Reflexively, Rowena grabbed his wrist and towed him toward the far side of the shroom farm.

Another narrow crevice led outward, but she had no idea where it went. They might wind up trapped. It was dark back here, terribly close quarters, and eventually the crack just…stopped. As she’d feared, it went nowhere. Worse, she felt the creep of delicate fibers on her skin, cobwebs dusting across her face and sticking to her lips.

Maybe the spiders are gone. It could be an old web. Stay calm.

Then something dropped onto her shoulder. Too dark for her to see it but she felt multiple scurrying, lightly furry legs when it scuttled onto her neck.

I’m not scared. I’m not. I’m—

Despite herself, she squeaked.

“Ro?” Slay pivoted carefully, trying not to crowd her. “I see the problem. Hold still. That’s a fucking cave widow.”

Awesome. In the undercity, the only thing deadlier than the screaming purplecap was a lurking cave widow. If I get bitten on the neck, I’m done. Their bites weren’t always fatal; it depended on placement, but this situation was as bad as it could be.

Then Slay pounced with lightning reflexes, whipping the spider off her shoulder before it could strike. It pinged off the wall and he stomped it just as swiftly. Belatedly she realized he could see in the dark and she whispered a tremulous thank-you.

“It’s okay now,” he said.

“Are there more?”

He searched the gloom in all directions. “Probably, but I don’t see them right now.”

Reaction set in and Ro shivered, rubbing her hands up her arms. “I hate spiders.”

“I got you. I’m not scared of anything that flies, creeps, or crawls.”

She smiled. “My hero.”

“Wish I could hug you,” he whispered.

“Maybe give it a try?” If he went slow and careful—

Slay touched her like she was made of spun glass, barely grazing her shoulder with his arm. Rowena settled against his chest, feeling the rapid kick of his heart. Nothing about this scared her, boosting her confidence further. Maybe because Slay was Animari, he didn’t remind her of the torment she’d suffered at the tyrant’s hands. Slay felt different, smelled different, and his touch gave only good feelings. Slowly she wrapped her arms around his waist and his sharp intake of breath gusted against her hair.

“You’re holding me,” he said in a wondering tone.

“True. Is that okay?”

“It’s been an ongoing fantasy,” he admitted.

“Not sex stuff?”

“That would be a progression of the fantasy. But we had to pass through here to get there and I wasn’t sure we ever would.”

Somehow the threat receded. They were still trapped, still surrounded by darkness and spiders, but with Slay’s arms around her, she didn’t mind as much. She breathed him in. He kept himself clean as best he could, so this was just his natural scent, warm skin and a touch of sweat.

Daringly, she stretched up and kissed him, missing the middle of his mouth. Her lips grazed the corner, and he made a soft sound. Since they stood so close, she also felt the responsive flex of his cock.

And she gloried in it.

Slay had grown up surrounded by cats, so maybe that was why Rowena reminded him of a kitten in this moment.

She was like a kit who’d just learned to shift, testing her claws, getting a sense of her own power. And he was delighted to be at ground zero, benefitting from her explorations. Her hands slipped over his waist, crept upward, pressing into his back. He didn’t move, afraid of startling her, but her touch felt good, better when she got to his neck and shoulders. Because she worked the machines too, she knew how stiff and sore he was. Animari healing would take care of it, but the less he ate, the longer that took. In the meantime, her hands felt fucking awesome.

“I like touching you,” she said.

“Count me as a fan too.”

If she kept petting him, his response might scare her, though. And he didn’t want to do that. This started as after-spider consolation, so let’s end it that way. Slay squeezed her gently and stepped back as much as the narrow crevice permitted.

“Slay?”

“Don’t distract me, woman. We’re on a mission, aren’t we?”

In the dark, Rowena was still beautiful. Her eyes shone in his night vision and her smile did something to his insides.

I could spend a lifetime sparking that expression.

“That’s true. I’ll focus.”

He went on in as businesslike a tone as he could manage while still sporting a semi. “If necessary, we can wait until their guard is down. I specialize in stalking, even in this form, and I can choke him out quietly. No permanent harm done.”

Rowena seemed to think it over, judging from the way she tilted her head. “That’s our best bet. It’s not ideal but go for it when you think it’s been long enough.”

Slay had hunted and scouted enough to get a sense for timing. He listened to the guard making passes through the farm. They hadn’t stolen enough to set off internal alarms in the casual observer, though someone who specialized in inventory control would realize mushrooms had gone missing. Then the guard settled, no longer patrolling, and soon—

Hell, I don’t even need to choke him out.

He grinned. “Moving to plan B. This asshole’s asleep. How’s your stealth?”

“I’m not a Noxblade, but I do all right.”

“Follow me, stay close, and don’t touch anything. On three…” He tapped the count on her shoulder and then slid out of the narrow tunnel.

Sure enough, the sentry had dozed off against the wall, not expecting trouble. Normally this was probably a quiet assignment. Moving on the balls of his feet, Slay crept past and then froze when a mumble drew his attention. Talking in his sleep. He signaled to Rowena for them to keep moving and she stayed with him like she’d been on stealth recon missions before. Yeah, she underestimates herself.

Long moments later, they emerged near the edible mushroom farm. It was getting late, judging from how few prisoners were still moving around.

“We did it,” Rowena said, eyes shining.

His first instinct was to pick her up, whirl her around, and kiss the hell out of her. But his impulses had caused problems before, time to rein them in. Slay wouldn’t frighten her for the world and besides, they didn’t have time to fuck around.

“They’ll be ringing the curfew bell soon,” he said, “so we’re not in the clear yet.”

“Shit, we still need to deliver these. If we take them back with us, there will be questions. And the sooner we get rid of these the better.”

The undercity was eerie at this hour. Most of the rushlights had been extinguished and Slay found his vision skimming between night and normal, creating strange afterburn ghosts that crawled around his periphery. Or fuck, maybe there were actual ghosts. Enough prisoners had died down here to bathe the place in blood. This fresh isolation meant it would be easier for the guards to spot them if they were looking.

“These shrooms, are they contraband? Will the assholes try to seize them?”

Rowena shrugged. “They’re not illegal, but they do sub as currency, so who knows? The guards do whatever they want. Who’s going to stop them?”

“You make a good point.” Goddamn but he wanted to kill everyone involved in oppressing her people.

Normally, he wouldn’t bless a scheme for mass poisoning, but all the guards who cooperated with that bastard Vega to grind their own people down? He had no time or sympathy for any of them. Doubtless they had reasons or rather excuses but fuck them all. Poison and liver necrosis sounded about right, and hopefully they’d die in agony.

“If we hurry, we can still make our drop,” Rowena said, urgency coloring her tone.

Like she had before, she grasped his wrist and he angled his hand, lacing their fingers together. While she shot him a surprised look, she didn’t pull away. Honestly, he didn’t mind letting her drag him around, but he liked the feel of her hand in his. Something about it felt like a promise. Unfortunately, the site was on the other side of the undercity, and they got there as the curfew bell rang. Nobody was around at least. The populace was cowed enough that it didn’t take a huge number of guards to keep thousands of prisoners in check. That bastard Vega and his enforcers thought they’d broken the Gol spirit—and in some cases, they had.

But not my Rowena.

A little chill rippled through him when he framed the possessive thought, but it didn’t seem wrong. Rather, it felt as right as anything ever had.

Not all my instincts are wrong.

While Slay stood watch, she hid their harvest and then they started back to the flophouse. Slay was starting to think they’d gotten away with it when two guards strode toward them, clean intercept between them and their assigned housing. Yeah, that word’s a fucking stretch.

Oh fuck.

At closer range, he recognized Lucan, the skid mark with a hard-on for Ro and a bad case of hurt feelings. Anyone who let rejection make them do unspeakable things clearly wasn’t okay to begin with and Slay would say that this asshole deserved to have his insides mauled by a jaguar. Without hesitation, he put himself between the patrolmen and Rowena. She touched his arm, and Lucan watched that exchange with pale, hate-filled eyes. Please can I kill this shit lord? The other one would have to die too. There had to be a tunnel where he could stash the bodies.

Already his jaguar snarled, ready to leap, even if it burned the last of his energy. He let out a breath, still slightly afraid that he’d end up feral.

“Already breaking the rules?” Lucan said to Rowena. “That’s convenient. Now our king has a legitimate reason to punish you.”

He reached out and slapped restraints on her before Slay could react. “You’ve been summoned, Rowena. As promised, I told him all about you. No need to thank me, your expression is all the reward I need.”
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Rowena sensed that Slay was about to shift.

He’d use the last of his energy to savage Lucan and company, and that would spell disaster for the resistance. While they might get away with killing two guards and hiding the bodies, it would raise military alertness, which could have disastrous consequences for the nascent rebellion. It might make them more careful about their food and drink or cause them to double up on patrols, none of which the resistance could afford.

Gently, she touched Slay on the shoulder, knowing that Lucan was evaluating their intimacy. “Don’t. He’s spoiling for a fight, don’t give him one. I’ll be back. Killing me quickly after all this time, after I got away once? Not the tyrant’s style.”

She pitched her voice louder when she faced the guards. “I’m ready. Let’s go.”

“Rowena, no! I promised to—”

“This is the best way to protect me,” she cut in.

Everyone will be safer if I don’t fight this. I have to go. No matter how sick I feel in the depths of my stomach.

Slay let out a snarl as the guard Rowena didn’t know stepped forward with his electric prod. It shouldn’t be enough to permanently harm an Animari, but she’d been subdued often enough to want to protect Slay. She got between the two of them.

“No need for that. I’m not resisting.”

“Ro…” Slay whispered, his deep voice ragged with rage.

Lucan flashed a superior look, gloating for all he was worth. He smoothed a hand over his blond hair. “Don’t be sad. If you’re lucky, she’ll come back in one piece. More or less. But maybe you should say good-bye now, just in case.”

“Lucan! Do you have to be such an asshole?” she demanded.

“I was good to you. I loved you, Rowena. Everything could have been different.” The wild part was, he sounded like he believed that.

The Lucan from her memories was dead and gone; she had to remember that. Their shared past ceased to matter. He’d chosen the side of evil and oppression and for Rowena, there was no bridging that gap. Nothing could make up for the fact that Lucan thought it was acceptable to do this because Rowena had hurt his feelings, made him feel unwanted, whatever the hell he’d claimed before joining the enemy.

“I’ll see you soon,” she promised Slay, as the guards dragged her off.

Lucan shoved her purposefully from behind and she tumbled headlong, splitting her mouth against her teeth when she hit the stony ground. They laughed when Slay let out an anguished sound, raw and seething with fury.

“Hold it in!” she called. “Save it. Feed it.”

Our time will come, she added silently.

That much she couldn’t say aloud because it might give her captors a clue. Lucan was a huge dick, but he was also quick on the uptake, and he could put the pieces together if she lost her temper. Rowena pretended to be cowed; it wasn’t difficult when old memories scrabbled at the edge of her brain like skeletal hands scratching at the inside of a tomb door.

She hauled herself upright and stumbled along in response to their prodding, the taste of copper bright in her mouth, the red of her own blood likely staining her lips and her teeth.

She’d repeated this death march so often that she quelled most of the dread. Instead she monitored their progress, memorizing passwords spoken, though those would likely be changed regularly, and seeing how the guards checked clearances. Some procedures for departing the undercity had changed. Before, the guards dragged her through miles of rugged stone, heavy walls closing in, and the steep stairs that led out of the undercity to the upper tiers. There, they had modified lighting to mimic the effects of the sun. In the undercity, they were lucky to get supplements and often, the guards hoarded them, doling them out as rewards for good behavior.

This time, Lucan escorted her to a lift that few soldiers were qualified to access. Lucan must have attained a high rank in the tyrant’s service while she was gone. They hadn’t restrained her ankles, only her hands, so she kept her balance when he pushed her into the lift.

Lucan turned to his crony. “I can take it from here. Return to the barracks.”

“At once, sir.”

The respectful form of address confirmed Rowena’s theory that Lucan was a ranking officer. She said nothing as her former childhood friend stepped into the elevator in front of her and then blocked her from seeing him input a code into the keypad. Soon, they jolted into motion, each meter bringing her closer to facing the devil who haunted her dreams. With all her heart, she wished that wasn’t still the case—that she could offer the ultimate insult, not enmity but indifference.

But their bonds were rooted deep, Tycho’s in lust and obsession, hers in antipathy and loathing. One day she would root the tyrant out entirely, leaving him no room in her mind. And that, she suspected, would devour him like the legendary snake that ate its own tail. The tyrant feared little more than becoming impotent and irrelevant, subject to the judgment of the many he had wronged.

She drew in a deep breath as the long, tense ride ended and the doors swooshed open. The upper tiers smelled so much different, better ventilated, of course, but also those who lived here had access to running water and luxurious bath products. At first, when Tycho chose her, so long ago now, she’d thought it made her special. He didn’t hurt her in the beginning. No, he worked up to that. At first, he was all kindness and generosity, making her look forward to being called to his side.

No, I refuse to think about the gradual progression or the way he trained me. I’m not that girl anymore.

Lucan shoved her, hard. “Did you think he would want you straight from the pit? You must have forgotten the routine. First, you’re scrubbed and perfumed and oiled, made suitable to stand in his presence.”

Ah, yes. The beautification rituals. In the beginning, she welcomed them, and by the end, it was a dehumanizing ordeal. Rowena had forgotten that she had a few hurdles to clear before she’d see her tormentor again.

Lucan dragged her away from the royal tier. From here, she glimpsed the palazzo towering above the city. Vega Rising, where the tyrant lurked, was a massive complex built on a stone piazza adorned with myriad balconies and terraces. Inside, she remembered the endless corridors, some leading to opulent chambers, others down into Golgerra proper. Unlike the undercity, the stonework was exquisite, variegated in marbled hues from gray to amber, and when light shone from the palest mezzanine, it gleamed like a star.

High above in the vaulted ceiling, some cunning architect had emplaced crystals to catch the light, fed with electricity to simulate a day and night cycle. Lucan shoved her past the hydroponic gardens, and Ro drew in a breath brightened with the smell of verdant life. At other times, her visits had been rich with the scent of drying herbs. Obediently, Rowena marched past the market, open all hours of the day or night, where wonders could be purchased by those with credit or coin. Not that Ro ever had either.

Though she tried not to let Lucan see, she relaxed somewhat as he forced her to the bath house, where the tubs were constantly refilled with clean and steaming water. It was fed from deep in the earth using the aqueducts built throughout the upper tiers of Golgerra. She recognized none of the attendants, but that steadied her nerves.

“You have one hour,” Lucan told the woman who met them in the private spa. “Make her presentable or it will be you on the block next time. His Eminence is in no mood to be patient with those who fail him.”

The war must be going poorly.

How well she knew that the tyrant hated to lose. He’d taught her to play Risk and the first time she defeated him? That was the first time he punished her, the first time she learned that his golden façade concealed a monster.

“She’ll look like a goddess when I’m finished,” the attendant promised.

She was a round, middle-aged woman with wide eyes and a perpetually worried air. Her current task couldn’t be helping with her anxiety levels. Rowena wished she had the spare energy to reassure her, but even if she did, there was no guarantee any of this would end well.

Lucan sneered. “Be wary of what you promise. One hour, no longer.” He turned to Rowena with a grim expression. “Don’t try to escape. I have Elites watching each entrance and it won’t go well for you.” A pause. “Actually, why don’t you try? I might enjoy the entertainment.”

Slay knew one thing for damn sure.

I’m killing that asshole.

Lucan might not be the Big Bad, but he was a cog in the gears of the murder machine. Every collaborator in Golgerra needed to die—everyone who looked the other way, everyone who thought it was fine as long as they weren’t sent to the undercity. Rage nearly took the top of Slay’s head off, and he would’ve given damn near anything to shift and run and snarl and claw the shit out of something. But first, he couldn’t spare the energy, not when he might need that last-ditch defense sometime soon. And second, that would draw attention, exactly what Rowena had been trying to avoid when she agreed to be taken.

Fuck, I hate this.

There was nobody to tell him he had to crawl over the rest of the prisoners, but he did it anyway, settling in after a bunch of muttered complaints. Her empty pallet taunted him, a physical reminder of his failure to protect her. Slay didn’t let himself off the hook; a promise was a promise even if she’d told him to stand down. The rags they’d slept on together still smelled like her, and he couldn’t quell the ache in his chest, the abject fear that he’d never see her again.

That bastard could kill her.

No, Slay refused to let that terror take root. Rowena had survived that gauntlet before; she would again. She had to live to get her revenge and help to set her people free, alongside the rest of the resistance.

Focus on what you can fix.

At this juncture that wasn’t a hell of a lot. Slay tried not to brood, though he got precious little sleep and felt like shit from the constant, erratic wakefulness and the disturbing dreams. Apparently his brain had a lot of ideas of how the meeting between those two might go.

When he reported to the workshop, she still wasn’t back, and with every moment that she stayed gone, his bad feeling got worse. If only he could do something, but he didn’t have her connections, couldn’t read the resistance cipher, and nobody was talking to him. Period. Nearly at the end of his tether when he finally finished his shift, Slay swallowed another swirl of bootless fury.

But as he emerged from the workshop, Kani was waiting for him. “What happened to Rowena?” the girl asked.

“She got taken,” he said, seeing no point in lying to the kid.

Kani’s eyes widened. “Do they think she did something bad? Is there somewhere worse than here?”

Tycho Vega’s private suite.

Aloud, he said, “You’d know better than me. I’m new here.”

“I heard there’s a hole where they dump our bodies,” she said. “But people also say they feed the dead to the great furnace and use the ashes as fertilizer in the mushroom farms.”

Fucking hell.

Slay hoped Kani was wrong true because otherwise, wasn’t that indirect cannibalism? If the people become mushroom food and then the mushrooms become people food? Just thinking about it made his head hurt.

“Well, she didn’t go there—the hole or the furnace.” I hope that’s true. “The guards took her up, somebody important wanted to talk to her.”

Hearing who had summoned Ro might make Kani pee her pants. The Golgoth people seemed to view Tycho Vega as a deity or a devil, depending on who he asked.

Best to leave that detail out.

“She must be scared.” Kani bit her lip and bounced on her toes, like she was hesitant about the next suggestion. “I was wondering if you want to meet my brother?”

The offer surprised Slay since the kid had been frightened of him before. Maybe I proved myself harmless?

“Sure, sounds good.” It wasn’t like he had anything else to do, and he wondered if this sudden invitation had anything to do with the resistance. They couldn’t contact him overtly, so this might be an overture.

Kani said, “He works at the gaming house. He doesn’t like it when I visit him there, but it should be fine since you’re with me.”

Because I’m an adult? That was his best guess anyway.

Mildly curious, he followed Kani until they came to a building smaller than the comfort house but similar in style. It sat across the plaza, offering one-stop convenience for a night of leisure. Most of the workers couldn’t afford such luxuries unless they had enterprises on the side or were reporting to the guards for perks. In some cases, it seemed to be both, from what he’d seen since his capture.

Kani circled around to the side and slipped in through a concealed entrance, beckoning to Slay in urgent motions. “We can’t get caught! There’s a fee—”

“I thought there was no money here,” he cut in.

She shot him a dirty look. “There’s not. You pay in value. Some people bring shrooms, others offer food. I hear they trade in secrets as well, but my brother says I need to be careful or curiosity will get me in trouble.” Sighing, she added, “I never get to do anything but work.”

Sensible words, likely accurate, but they had to be hard for a kid to hear. When Kani called the ‘all clear’, he followed the girl swiftly.

Inside, the gaming house resembled the comfort house, cleaner than the rest of the undercity and decorated with bright furnishings. The art, carpets, paintings, and furniture had probably been smuggled in because no assigned housing had ambiance like this. They stood in a private room with a concealed entrance, likely used for secret meetings.

In the distance, he heard dice being rolled, wheels spinning, and the shuffle of cards, along with the soft cadence of people talking. With hardly a pause, Kani rushed toward the other doorway, guiding him through a series of confusing hallways.

At last they came to offices behind the gaming area. Her brother must work in admin, Slay guessed. But when Kani rang the bell outside the curtain, a familiar voice called, “Enter!”

Soon, Slay confirmed visually. Chantisse was waiting for them inside, along with a young man he didn’t know. Must be Kani’s brother.

“You did well,” Chantisse added.

The girl straightened her shoulders, losing her downtrodden air. “Thank you. He didn’t give me a hard time.”

“You’re resistance,” he guessed. “I didn’t see either of you at the meeting.”

“There’s a reason for that. I’m Nolen, Kani’s brother. She told me you saved her from being injured recently. I appreciate you looking out for her.” The young Gol might be sixteen, maybe twenty factoring in the likelihood that he was small due to lack of nutrition. Nolen was embarrassingly earnest, like he wanted to hug Slay for helping Kani.

Uneasily, Slay rubbed the back of his neck. “It’s fine. Anybody would’ve…” He didn’t complete the thought because the statement didn’t ring true in the undercity. In fact, it was weirder when people stuck their neck out.

But hell, that was no way to live.

“Were you followed?” Chantisse asked Kani.

The girl shook her head. “I was extremely careful.”

“I would’ve clocked it if she didn’t,” Slay put in.

“Excellent. My sources tell me that Rowena’s in the upper city…and I have contacts there as well. We can use that.”

“How do you figure?” Little as Slay liked being separated from Ro, maybe some good could come of this.

Chantisse outlined her plan.
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“What’s your name?” Rowena asked the attendant.

As soon as the woman confirmed that they were truly alone, she dropped her nervous act like a dress that didn’t fit. “Yanis. Follow me! We don’t have much time.”

The bathhouse was beautiful, all coppery ceramic tiles with swirls of gold. Even the floors felt warm beneath Rowena’s feet, a complex system of pipes that carried hot water and created an utterly luxurious bath experience. Here and there, Yanis chose products seemingly at random, leading the way to a private washing chamber with a massive tub. Her utter confidence gave lie to the way she’d behaved before. As soon as Yanis got her in the tub, she scrubbed with alacrity, making a great deal of unnecessary noise in the process.

Under the cover of running water, Yanis whispered, “I’m one of Chantisse’s contacts. You’re not alone. Even here, we know things must change. We’re committed to the cause.”

The top of Rowena’s head tingled with excitement. It had been years since the purge, since their first attempt at rebellion failed. But apparently Chantisse hadn’t given up. Instead, she and Hettie had been quietly spinning schemes, making connections and plans, and it would soon be time to strike. Her capture on the battlefield offered the perfect opportunity to finish what she’d started, the misfire that cost so many of her friends their lives.

“Can you give me an update? You must have news from the front.”

“Certainly.” In a low voice, Yanis confided everything she knew—how Prince Alastor had stolen most of the tyrant’s army at Hallowell through the sheer force of his personality and the integrity of his promises. Alastor had sworn to open Golgerra to free travel and trade, permit education to everyone, allow emigration and change. Apparently, he’d even told the soldiers that they didn’t have to fight any more if they didn’t want to; they could choose another path. It was too good an offer to refuse and she wished she could’ve seen the moment when all the Elites dropped to one knee and pledged to his service.

“Himself raged for days,” Yanis confided in a soft voice as she washed Rowena’s hair. “Destroyed half the palazzo and murdered two of his closest advisors, cut their throats and summoned some Eldritch to read the signs the spatters their blood made. These days, he rarely sleeps and seldom eats. Just paces and shouts, like he’s completely lost his mind.”

Rowena controlled her instinctive shudder of revulsion. “I can’t imagine worse. He was bad enough before.”

This time he might kill me.

Her blood chilled, dulling the surge of elation over Alastor’s decisive victory. Rowena gripped the edge of the tub, white-knuckled, as Yanis nudged her forward so she could scrub her back. The tyrant was particular about cleanliness, likely a psychological quirk related to the copious amounts of blood on his hands.

“We won’t let anything happen to you,” the other woman said then.

Honestly, it was uncanny, almost like Yanis could read Rowena’s mind. She must’ve shown her shock because the attendant added, “You’re a symbol, you know? Survived the despot’s obsession all these years, still managed to get out and see the world. In some ways, it’s like you are Golgerra, our hopes for it anyway. We all want to live through this terrible war and come out free on the other side, free to choose, free to live, free to leave.”

Rowena stilled, unsure how to respond. While some part of her was honored, she was also horrified. She didn’t want to be the symbol of anything, let alone this. Would she never be allowed to live as her own person instead of the object of obsession or a torch lighting the way to rebellion? And on another level, it alarmed her because quite often, people who become symbols ended up as martyrs.

“You will,” she said finally, hoping she wasn’t making a promise she couldn’t keep. “We’ll see a free Golgerra in our lifetime.”

Muttering a curse, Yanis rushed through the rest of the preparatory ritual, massaging Rowena with the perfumed oil that the tyrant favored, hints of mint and juniper, fragrances that nauseated Rowena to this day. She breathed through her nose as Yanis arranged her hair, though she refused all ranking braids. This was a point of pride, one she wouldn’t relinquish.

At the end of the process, she wore a beautiful silver gown that wound around her body like loving arms, a face painted so that she scarcely recognized herself, with eyes that shone like diamonds and were just as hard, a mouth so red that it seemed she might bite the tyrant’s heart in two. Her hair flowed down her back like a river, shining with Yanis’s care.

“You look exquisite,” she said, pressing a small vial into Ro’s hand. “Keep it well and add it to the wine when you have a chance.”

She brightened as she tucked it away in her bodice. “Is it poison? Will it kill him?”

Quickly the other woman shook her head. “It’s a sedative. It should keep Himself from doing you any real harm and it may give you a chance to search his quarters. Be careful! It’s my head if you get caught as I’m the only who’s seen you besides Lucan.”

“I doubt we could blame him.”

“No, indeed. He’s the new favorite. Gossip suggests that he may be posted in the upper tiers soon as a reward for reporting on your return.”

“I hope I never lay eyes on that asshole again,” Rowena muttered.

“Too bad, you’ve got an appointment with him in a few minutes. Tell Chantisse that we’re waiting for her signal.”

It was better that Rowena didn’t know exactly what was in play, because that way she couldn’t give away resistance secrets even if the tyrant tortured her. As she followed Yanis out of the bathhouse, she squared her shoulders.

I will fear nothing. I am not alone. My brothers and sisters are with me in spirit.

Lucan was waiting with ill-concealed impatience when they emerged, and she drew no satisfaction from his awestruck expression or in the yearning that dawned when he took in her transformation. At least he didn’t compliment her, however.

“You’ll do,” he said brusquely.

He escorted her all the way back—past the gardens, the marketplace, up the grand staircase in the piazza, and through the palazzo. Incredible frescos, mosaics on the walls, and beautiful stuccos made Vega Rising memorable, beautiful even, but she hated everything about it, from the gilded frames that housed priceless paintings to the marble floors and columns carved from great plinths, etched with fanciful shapes. People were starving, dying, while Tycho Vega styled himself like a vengeful god. Little had changed here, though there were bare spots, treasures that the tyrant must have destroyed in a fit of rage and never replaced. The Vega fortune must be dwindling, as trade suffered and there was no economic growth during wartime, when all resources were funneled to feed a petty dictator’s ego.

And here we are.

She’d distracted herself all the way to Tycho’s door, but she would recognize the ornate, faintly disturbing inlays anywhere. Fine mahogany wood, etched in gilt, people being trampled and impaled in the most baroque style. She shivered and drew herself upright as the door swung open. Lucan wheeled without another word, delivering her like a package. Probably, he didn’t want to be caught in the fallout if the tyrant was enraged, his default state these days.

Rowena entered like a queen, as if this was her choice. Everything was as it had been the last time she saw the suite, all shades of blue and gold, ostentatious opulence offered to one who had no appreciation. Selling the massive four-poster bed alone would feed a family in the undercity for ten years or longer. Lavish silk carpets and hand-woven tapestries, a jumble of incomparable objets d’art. The room assaulted with its décor, insisting that she acknowledge how expensive everything was and yet as a whole, it was the least harmonious space she’d ever entered. Too much altogether, but somehow never enough to satisfy Tycho Vega.

Framing his actual name in her head felt like a small heresy. Citizens of Golgerra were never allowed to speak it.

The door to his private study creaked outward, a small sign of neglect on the hinges that once would’ve had him raging and threatening to have his steward flogged. Now it seemed that the tyrant saved his rage for other matters.

Like me.

Then he stepped into view, her hated one, her oldest tormentor.

He looks tired.

Rowena wished she hadn’t noticed. It didn’t matter that monsters could run down, could develop dark shadows and a faintly hunted air, as if on some level, he sensed that his days were numbered. Tycho was still tall and fit, still fair-haired and green eyed, handsome with a cruelly callous edge. His eyes were flat like glass, and when he registered her presence, a slow smile curved his thin mouth.

“Rowena. At last you’ve come back to me.”

Slay might crawl out of his own skin if Ro didn’t return soon.

The hours crept even when he was working the machine. The supervisor dozed on a stool in the corner of the room, someone sent from upper Golgerra to ensure that the prisoners met their quotas. He took care not to pay any attention to Kani; she didn’t need the extra scrutiny, as guards still watched Slay warily. His constant trips to the hole had earned him a reputation.

Things went a little faster after his shift ended. The resistance trusted him a bit, enough to assign him some recon work. Stalking was different here than hunting outdoors and he couldn’t shift. That lack was starting to wear on him, the jaguar part of him trapped and desperate for release. He tried not brood over what would happen when he could finally change. Likely it wouldn’t be pretty and the great cat would run amok.

Still, he shoved those fears to the base of his skull and got on with his mission. He couldn’t be caught lurking outside the barracks, but he had to scout for Chantisse. They needed a rough idea of where provisions were located and how much the guards had stockpiled, as the resistance needed time to rest and fuel up, after they took the undercity.

It would be a race against the clock, for the upper tiers would get suspicious when the lifts stopped working and the undercity went silent. There were plans in place to deal with any guards sent to investigate that silence, but that would only buy so much time.

We’ve got one shot at this, and they already failed once.

Idly, he ambled from the workshop to the market, remembering how Rowena made him enjoy exploring this shitty place. Without her, nothing was okay, and the war he fought in his own head escalated. Soon it would be snarls and nocturnal screams as the jaguar drove him mad.

Keeping his movements casual, Slay navigated an indirect route to the barracks. From there, he watched a whole patrol rotation from the shadows near the wall, and in the confusion from the shift change, he finally slipped inside. The barracks were leagues better than where the prisoners slept, actual furniture and beds with plush mattresses. He realized how long it had been since he saw such things, amenities he once took for granted. It was inconceivable to him how the Gols could allow their own people to live this way. While he didn’t approve of treating prisoners of war in this fashion either, it was more comprehensible than enforcing a permanent underclass with no hope of upward mobility.

Behind him, came a noise and he spun to the side, silent as a blade in the dark, hiding in an alcove as a pair of off-duty guards headed out. They passed within arm’s length, and it would be so easy to snatch one, snap his neck and hide the body. Fuck, but he craved some violence, an outlet for the rage rioting his head.

“Comfort house?” the first said.

“Gaming tonight. I’ll have a better chance of hearing something important there. I might be able to parlay that into privileges. Hettie likes her secrets.”

“You’re a little too fond of that gutter rat,” the second observed.

It sounded like they were scuffling, good-natured assholery from two fuckers without a care in the world, despite what they did for a living. Slay fought the urge to live up to his name. God damn it, why can’t I kill them off one by one?

Fuck. Rein it in.

Slay counted to one hundred, making sure it was safe to explore. Then he mentally mapped the barracks from front to back, moving only when it was safe. He had no way of knowing how long it took, but he was sweating by the time he crept out and took a circuitous route back to his meeting point with Nolen. The boy had a scrap of paper and a nub of a pencil waiting for him. Thankfully, he didn’t speak to Slay while he drew everything out with as much detail as he could manage, indicating all the food storage and meal prep area.

Likely Slay would number among the poisoning team, as there were multiple barracks spread throughout the undercity. Each needed recon: they couldn’t assume everything would be laid out the same, but tonight, he had to get back to his quarters before the final bell. When he got there, most of the others were crashed out, and some whimpered in their sleep. Slay stepped over their sleeping forms carefully, wishing Rowena would return already. In the quiet like this, his head went to bad places, running nightmare scenarios where—

No, don’t do it.

His skin rippled, an involuntary shift threatening. If he let it happen, the jaguar would go nuts looking for Ro. Slay closed his eyes, hanging onto sanity by a thread. Think of happier times. But Ash Valley was full of sorrowful memories and regret; he had to reach so far back, before Dalena died, before he rejected Pru in front of her family and his whole life went to shit. Now those recollections felt so far away that they offered no warmth, no comfort. Nothing for him to hang onto as the jaguar pushed for control.

Then he caught a faint echo of Rowena’s scent and he remembered the softness of her curling into him without fear, the incredible sense of amazement that washed over him when she said she trusted him. Felt safe with him.

He breathed in. Out. Each inhalation came a little slower as his racing heart calmed and the great cat inside him settled. It was fucking agony for an Animari to be caged like this. Not that it was better for the Gols, but down here many of them literally had no idea how the sun looked or the way the wind felt skimming over their skin. They had never seen the sky or a tree growing out of a mountainside.

That bastard can never suffer enough for what he’s done, not even if I drain every drop of blood from his body.

Is he hurting her right now?

God damn it, brain, shut up. Fuck, I hate being careful. Hate being patient. Strategic bullshit, that’s what it is.

At this point, Slay only knew one thing.

If Rowena wasn’t back tomorrow, he’d lose his shit and maybe his life storming the upper tiers to liberate her.
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“I’m a prisoner now,” Rowena said deliberately. “As I was then.”

She didn’t miss the clench of the tyrant’s jaw. He hated her calm, remote manner most of all. In the old days, he savored it when he managed to make her cry. The further she went from equilibrium, the better he liked it. He would find no purchase for his mind games; she was determined to be a glass barrier he could not surmount.

“Not true,” he whispered, prowling close with a menace that raised the hair on the back of her neck and made her flesh crawl. “You adored me at first. Worshipped me. The way your eyes shone whenever I called for you…”

She swallowed, wishing she could spit a denial. “Does it please you? Living in the past and clinging to dead memories.”

“It does not,” he admitted, stopping within arm’s length. “If you hadn’t refused—”

“Your memory is playing you false. In my recollections, you wearied of pretending to be kind, pretending to bear me fondness and introduced games of another sort entirely.”

“Because you rejected me,” he roared.

Finally, his dead eyes lit with real emotion. Anger. Anger and acquisition, those were all Tycho Vega understood. Rowena didn’t know if he’d been born this way or if his father had twisted him into this loathsome shape. Certainly, his mother had done nothing to prevent it. Either way, it didn’t matter, for there was no changing the monster standing before her.

She refused to flinch as he traced a finger down her cheek. “You rejected me,” he repeated in a softer tone. “You were my first, the one I cherished most, and I would have raised you above all others if you had—”

“If I had abandoned my mother. If I’d chosen to forsake all my friends below. That was what you asked of me.”

“I would’ve given you the world,” he said in such a wistful tone that it might have aroused pity if she didn’t know he was incapable of softer emotions. Like a bird that learned to mimic, he could only offer the facsimile, never sincerity.

“No, you wanted to change the color of my cage. As your first concubine, I would’ve been imprisoned in a more luxurious environment. Acquiescence would’ve bored you in time, just as my defiance did.”

“You’re wrong,” he said, his tone almost gentle. “I would have treasured you. Lest you forget, I chose you, you among all others. I set you apart from everyone else, and you were meant to be mine, body and soul. Perhaps it seems as if I have everything, but—”

“Nobody belongs to anyone else,” she cut in, completely disinterested in whatever pathetic drivel he might spout. Those who tried to rule the world didn’t get sympathy; it was a hard and fast rule. “You tried through all possible means to own me, and I objected. It truly is that simple.”

“Is that how you see our time together? Captivity and confinement.”

It truly was a wonder that he could look back with nostalgia on the worst moments of her life. With a sigh, he poured a couple of glasses of wine, and she nearly whispered a prayer to deities she no longer believed in.

I must be quick.

When he turned to set the bottle on the sideboard, she tipped most of the sedative in his glass, some in hers as well. A risk, but if he had her tested it would be suspicious if only he had the drug in his system. The idea of being insensate in his presence was both horrifying and nerve wracking, but she had little choice. Of course, if he didn’t pass out soon enough, she might be glad to be a bit dizzy and numb. With all her heart, she wanted to fight, not submit, but it was too soon. The pieces weren’t in place to take the city, so even if she managed to kill him, she would be overwhelmed by his forces, and then some usurper would snatch power from the vacuum.

No, she had to wait until the resistance was ready to strike, difficult as that was.

“You haven’t answered,” he prompted, offering her the glass of wine.

Rowena had imagined he would’ve had her strapped to a table by now, knives in hand. “I didn’t think I needed to.”

“All my life,” he said in a musing tone. “I lived as my father taught me. Nothing I did ever seemed to be enough to make him proud. To prove my strength, I needed to secure my hold on Golgerra, and then the world. I…tried to live up to his expectations.”

You’re a monster, she thought. And monsters get no pity.

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because there’s nobody else to listen.” With a brooding air, he tipped back a long swallow of the drugged wine.

Rowena followed suit, making it look like she had a deep gulp while taking only a sip. “That much I can do, willingly.”

You might say something I can use.

He stared at her in surprise. “You want to be my confidant?”

“Not really,” she said, knowing he wouldn’t believe any other answer. “But I’d rather listen than be strapped to a table or strung up or—”

“I understand, you prefer the lesser of two evils.” Much to her dismay, he set down the glass. “At least you still fear me. It seems you find some aspect of me impossible to forget. I’ll take satisfaction in that.”

The tyrant moved toward her with renewed purpose. He’s decided to resume the old games. A shudder rolled through her, but then, he stumbled, clutched a side table and turned it over as he pitched forward onto his face. Mustering all her strength, Rowena hauled him to bed so his insensate form wouldn’t be the first thing one of his aides saw, should they rush in with some urgent news. Next she righted the furniture, then she set about searching his chambers, all haste since she didn’t know how long the sedative would last.

While she felt a little woozy herself, she hadn’t downed enough to knock her out. Unfortunately, she didn’t find any crucial battle plans, only shocking casualty reports. The bulk of Tycho’s forces had perished in a pitched battle near Burnt Amber. With growing astonishment, she read the rest of the report.

He barely has enough guards to hold the city, certainly not enough to mount another assault. When Prince Alastor marches on Golgerra, it might be costly, but he can take the city. With the resistance already planning an internal strike—

Yes, we can use this.

Giddy, she found a more recent scouting report. Alastor’s forces are only a week away and moving with purpose. He’s coming to liberate us, as promised. There were numbers included, and it seemed that according to Tycho’s spies, his brother had succeeded in securing alliances with the Animari and Eldritch, making him the de facto ruler of the Golgoth. He needed only challenge his brother to take the throne.

That…could prove problematic.

Rowena bit her lip, then put all the documents exactly as she’d found them and took a seat in the living area. Either Lucan would return to take her below when her time was up, or the tyrant would stagger from his room in a rage.

Hell, she’d rather see Lucan.

No such luck.

It was almost a full day later when Tycho roused. His people must truly be terrified of him, as not a single soul had stepped into his chambers during that time. Rowena had eaten some dried fruit and nuts she found in a cupboard, but she was starving.

“You’re still here,” he said thickly.

“I did not have permission to leave.”

His mouth tightened. She could see wheels starting to turn in his head, and a bright, wicked spark of fury flared in his normally flat gaze. But before he could enact the terrible plan percolating in his head, someone rapped sharply on the door.

“What?” he barked.

“You gave instructions not to be disturbed, but I judged this sufficiently urgent.”

“Enter! And spit it out,” Tycho demanded.

The guard strode into the chamber and saluted, then offered his update. “Your brother’s army has been sighted by our scouts. No more than four days on the march, possibly three if they push. What are your orders?”

With a snarl, Tycho smashed a series of valuable antiques. “Fetch Lucan at once. And get her out of here.” He shot her a tight, hateful smile. “Our reunion must keep, it seems. Wait for me, Rowena. We have unfinished business.”

So we do. And it will end only when you’re dead.

Just before Slay completely lost his mind, Rowena returned.

He did a quick visual inspection, but she didn’t seem to be hurt physically. Her mental state was another matter, and he restrained the urge to drag her into his arms. He had to be careful about how he handled her, excellent practice since he wasn’t great at impulse control.

To his amazement, she broke free from Lucan’s escort and fucking ran to Slay. Even threw herself into his arms, echoing how he’d caught her on their first day together. Back then, he hadn’t understood how major it was to touch her. Now he did, fully cognizant of the hard-won gift of her trust. Slay held her with a gentleness, a tenderness he hadn’t even realized he was capable of, tracing his fingertips ever so lightly down her spine.

He didn’t notice when the guards piked off, lost in the wonder of being close to Ro. She smelled different, new herbs and scented oils lightly edged with the unfamiliar tang of another male. It fucking had to be that bastard, Tycho Vega, and Slay had always wanted to obliterate him. Now he wanted to chew through that asshole’s neck and piss down the bloody hole.

“You okay?” he whispered.

“Better now.” She stunned him by stretching up on tiptoe, pressing a soft kiss to his unresponsive mouth.

“You can do that?”

“We’ve done that before,” she reminded him.

“Yeah, but…” There seemed to be no good way to ask if she had been freshly scarred by her encounter with Vega.

Seeming to read his hesitance, Rowena touched the tip of his nose lightly, and he felt that caress fucking everywhere. His cock immediately straightened, and he tried to shift his hips away so she wouldn’t think he was a total perv. Too late, it seemed, because she grinned with apparent appreciation.

“I don’t know why, but it’s different with you. There’s no rational explanation, but everything about you feels…safe.”

Slay found that completely baffling. “You know my nickname, right?”

“It applies to my enemies,” she said firmly. “You’ve no idea how reassuring I find it.”

“Why do we have to be surrounded by people?” he groaned, wanting her with every fiber of his being.

“We could go to the comfort house,” she suggested, a whisper right in his ear that sent pleasurable shudders through him. “I have news to report, and since we’ve been separated, it’s plausible that we’d seek out some privacy for our reunion.”

“You’re trying to convince folks that we want to fuck,” Slay said, “but the thing is, I do want to. Only if you do too,” he added hastily, aware he might be messing this up.

But damn it was hard to say the right words with her pressed up against him, smelling like somebody else. There was a fire in his head, along with a roaring jaguar, demanding that she smell like him and nobody else. This woman’s mine, or she needs to be. The sooner the better.

“I’m nervous but I want to try. Let’s go.” Quickly she stepped back but didn’t let go of him entirely.

Holding hands, they walked through the undercity together, not trying to elude any pursuers. Soon they arrived at the comfort house. This time, the bouncer recognized Rowena and waved her through, much to Slay’s amusement.

“Guess we’re VIPs now?” he said.

She aimed at impish look in his direction. Gods did he love the sparkle in her silver-gray eyes. “Hettie must’ve had a good time with you. I can’t wait to sample that mouth for myself.”

He nearly groaned aloud at the mere notion. Yes, please. Right now if possible.

The best part was, his enhanced senses detected whispers of spice. She wasn’t teasing him; those thoughts were genuinely getting her hot. He breathed in deep, savoring the faint hint of Rowena’s excitement and it fueled his own.

Hettie was waiting for them in a private room, but she didn’t seem to be in the mood for sexy stuff. She moved to Rowena and hesitated before offering her hands. Deliberately, Ro took them and squeezed, then let go.

“You came out unscathed,” Hettie said with an air of relief.

“This time. I have important news. Can you get it in the pipeline for me?”

Slay listened with growing amazement, awed at what Rowena had learned about Prince Alastor’s rescue efforts. “Fucking yes! We’ll be saved soon.”

Hettie shook her head. “You can’t count on them getting in. Our plans haven’t changed. We can use the distraction, but we’re sticking with the plan.”

“Understood,” he said. They didn’t get how buoyant Slay felt, though. Wondering if his people gave a shit, if they’d even bother looking for him—that part had sucked. “You definitely read that the Animari are on the move? Allied with Alastor’s forces.”

Rowena nodded. “The Numina are united. Tycho’s people couldn’t confirm, but it seems they may have signed a new peace agreement after the battle at Burnt Amber.”

“This is tremendously helpful,” Hettie told Rowena. “I’ll make sure Chantisse gets the information and we can plan accordingly. Now, if I don’t miss my guess, you two would enjoy some alone time. Feel free to decline if I’ve misread the situation.”

With a bashful grin, Rowena glanced at Slay. “If my intel is valuable enough to cover the price of the room?”

“More than, my love. Linger as long as you like. I’ll send refreshments in an hour or so.” Hettie fluttered her fingers with a teasing smile. “Enjoy.”

Fuck.

Once Hettie left the room, Slay didn’t know what he was supposed to do. Normally, he was the active partner, focused on giving. He’d fucking loved making Pru come until she couldn’t see straight, and that was the only practice he had in such matters. That didn’t seem like a good idea with Rowena when she’d been forced to submit against her will.

Ro stepped toward him. “Do you think…before, you said I could tie you up.”

“I did, yeah. Do you want to?”

She shook her head. “No, the idea disturbs me. But…I’d like to explore you. If you could just…hold still and let me? If that would be okay.”

Patience and self-restraint were not his strong points, but for her, he’d fucking learn. And how different could it be from holding back while pleasuring someone else? The skillsets were probably adjacent, right?

Gods, I fucking hope so.

Slay tried to seem confident when he peeled off his clothes and then laid back on the pile of cushions. He made a sweeping gesture directed at his whole body. “I’m yours. Hope you prefer hands-on learning.”

“I do,” she said huskily.

One good thing about the tunics and trousers, they came off fast. Rowena was beautiful, and he tried his best not to react when he saw all the fucking scars. Her body was a tapestry of them, old marks, lashes and burns and cuts, and rage almost overwhelmed his desire. But he couldn’t murder Tycho Vega right now. The wrong response would only make her feel shitty, so he closed his eyes and counted as she crept closer, adorably tentative yet eager at the same time. It felt like her gaze held actual heat, skimming over his naked body.

“You’re beautiful,” she said.

“So are you.”

Rowena swallowed hard. “Parts of me are. But it’s hard for me to be glad about it. My life would’ve been easier if I wasn’t pretty, if I didn’t draw his eye.”

“Fuck that,” he snapped, opening his eyes. “Yeah, shit would’ve been better if not for him. You had nothing to do with it, Ro. He’s the only one responsible for hurting you. It’s not your fault. And you’re still beautiful, every part of you, inside and out. I’m sorry as fuck he hurt you, and trust me, I’ll make him sorry too. But for now, do you think we can be together? Me and you. No more talk about that asshole in our bed.”

Resolutely she nodded. “Sorry. It’s hard because I carry the reminders on my skin.”

Slay pushed up onto an elbow. “Then let’s make some new memories.”
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That offer sounded perfect.

Trouble was that Rowena didn’t know where to start.

Rather, she wanted to do everything, and Slay was so gorgeous that she tried to look everywhere at once. He smiled when he realized she was slightly overwhelmed, but he didn’t move. Didn’t try to take over, either.

That’s why I feel safe with him.

“Take your time,” he said, his deep voice rumbling over in a near purr, shades of the great cat.

One day soon, she needed to see his jaguar form and show him hers. The Animari were sometimes strange about how the Golgoth looked during a shift. Hopefully, it wouldn’t alter how he felt about her. However that was. But this wasn’t the time for reverie or doubt.

Tentatively, she reached out and traced the line of his shoulder, the curve of muscle on his biceps. His skin was smooth and hot, a golden contrast to her pallor. Even spending time under the open sky hadn’t mitigated the pale cast much. His chest was dusted with dark hair that arrowed downward, drawing her attention to the narrow angles of his hips, and in the center…

His cock, already hard and jerking when she looked directly at it.

Rowena smiled. “You like the attention.”

“I like your attention,” he corrected.

“Wow. Okay. No pressure. I’m not sure how to make you feel good.” She licked her lips and tried to imagine what Slay would like.

In a midnight voice, he whispered, “Follow your instincts.”

Right, I can do this.

At least there was no panic wings beating frantically inside her head as she drew closer, closer still, until she pressed her lips against his. Maybe it was tame, starting with a kiss when they were both naked, but she needed to boost her own confidence, reassure herself that touching him wouldn’t dredge up dreadful memories.

His lips were hot beneath hers, and he kissed her back with flattering alacrity, but he didn’t deepen their contact until her tongue sought his. Then the kiss went white-hot, all open-mouth gasps, gentle teeth, and surging tongues. Rowena slipped hers into his mouth, delving, teasing, and she gloried in his unfettered response, one she felt growing in her own body as well.

For the first time, her pussy slicked and softened for someone else, and no fear followed, just another layer of desire.

When she finally pulled back, her mouth felt swollen in the best possible way and Slay was breathing hard. She chased that success by running her mouth down his throat to his shoulder. He groaned in appreciation, eyes falling half-closed, and he dug his fingers into the cushions, clinging to the promise to let her explore.

He won’t break his word.

That excited her as much as anything else, and her assurance built as she planted kisses, hot open-mouth ones, all over his chest and shoulders, pausing to lick one tight nipple and then the other.

“Fuck,” he bit out. “Fuck, that feels good, Ro.”

“Would you like it if I suck on them?”

“Probably.”

She tested the theory and his hips pushed upward, as if he was imagining her mouth there instead. A little quiver went through her. Before, she’d been forced to do that, and she hadn’t liked it much, but it might be different this time. With great trepidation, she licked and nuzzled a path downward, waiting for the reluctance to kick in. When she licked the tip, Slay tasted like salt and musk, and his pleasure charged hers.

It’s completely different.

She watched Slay’s face as she laved his cock with her tongue, reveling in the slow flutter of his inky lashes and the way his throat worked, his hips moving restlessly while he resisted the need to move, to seek more. Without him pressing for it, she gave it to him, sucking him fully into her mouth.

She couldn’t ask if it felt good, but she tasted his eager response, drank down his impatient gasps and visually devoured each jump of his stomach when she found the right spot with her tongue. He made little jerky thrusts, trying not to startle her, but she thought he couldn’t help it, that it felt too good. Ro loved driving him to distraction, especially when he was trying his best not to alarm her. This passivity didn’t come naturally to him; it was a gift he offered out of tenderness and concern.

“Keep that up, love, and I’ll go right in your mouth.” He moaned when she sucked harder, trying to steal his words, his breath, his ability to think. “Fuck. Yes. I’m…willing if that’s what you want.”

Yeah, she wanted to make him spill right between her lips, affirm the fact that she could do this and not relive bad memories. If she could take this step, next time, she’d go further. Take him inside her body and ride him until they both came. Spurred by the thought, she squirmed against the cushions, beyond any level of excitement she’d ever achieved alone. Her thighs were slick with her arousal and Slay drew in a deep breath.

His voice came out deep and rough, edged in wonder. “You’re loving this. You’re so hot right now, so excited from mouthing my cock that you might even come.”

The dirty words sank into her softly, and she moved her hips as she sucked him, managing to get a cushion at the right angle, so it gave her friction on her clit. She breathed through her nose, a huff of agreement, and Slay gently put a hand on her head, his fingers stroking through her hair.

Oh, yes. It feels good. Don’t stop.

He grazed her cheek, her lower lip, and she turned her face to lick the pad of his thumb, before returning to his throbbing cock. His shaft responded to the lightest pressure, a vein surging beneath her tongue. His taste filled her mouth, salty and strange, but not unpleasant.

“Suck a little harder. Give me some teeth and I’ll come. Please, baby. Please.”

I didn’t mean to make him beg.

He was trembling, and she could feel the shivers coursing through him as he fought the need to take more. She followed his instructions precisely and soon, he lifted his hips, his whole body rigid as the orgasm overwhelmed him.

He came in powerful waves, and Rowena scrambled to finish before the pleasure waned entirely. She rubbed with her hand, humping against the pillow as she swallowed the hot spurts, and her own climax sparked through her, soft and exquisite and completely untrammeled by other associations. With a gasp, she toppled sideways, breathing fast.

“Okay if I hold you?” he whispered.

“I think so.”

When he gathered her against his chest, so warm and strong, she closed her eyes in bliss. This experience was unique, and she recognized his touch, his scent, the feel of his body against hers. Silently grateful, Rowena stroked his head, feeling the stickiness of sex between them and the delicious heat of his skin.

“Would it be embarrassing I asked if you liked that?”

“Embarrassing for who?” Slay wanted to know. “Never mind. That was fucking incredible, Ro. A beautiful gift.”

“It was different with you,” she confided. “Because I wanted to do that.”

“Hell, I’d never ask you for anything you’re not into. You know that, right?”

She nodded. “That’s why I asked to be charge. So I can figure out what I enjoy.”

“Any feedback?”

A naughty idea occurred to her, and she wondered if he’d go for it. Slowly she leaned in for a kiss, waiting for him to object because of where her mouth had been. Instead, Slay kissed her so thoroughly that her recently satiated body trembled with renewed arousal, leaving her skin flushed and overly sensitive at all points of contact. And they were touching everywhere.

Rowena kissed his nose. “With you, anything will be okay. If we take it slow.”

A few days later, Slay was still basking in the interlude with Rowena.

That glow dispersed when they got word through Kani. As they were leaving the workshop, she whispered, “It happens tonight. You’re assigned the eastern barracks. Can you handle it?”

“Absolutely,” Rowena breathed back.

He glanced around to be sure they were safe, but nobody was paying any particular attention. The only reason he’d been able to hear the girl was because of his enhanced senses. Relaxing a fraction, he brushed Rowena’s hand with his, instantly rewarded with her linking fingers, like they were lovers on a stroll, not killers about to poison a bunch of guards. Hopefully, no prisoners would steal food tonight, but if that happened, they had to live with the collateral damage. There were no perfect, infallible plans, only those that might work and ones that certainly wouldn’t.

Rowena nudged Slay toward the workshop wall, out of the press of pedestrian traffic. She twisted her fingers together, whispering, “Can’t believe it’s finally happening. I’m so scared. We can’t fail again. We can’t.”

The old Slay would’ve opted for some cocky shit, like ‘this time I’m here, don’t even worry about it’ but he was trying to be better than that asshole, so he thought it over while gently rubbing her back until her body relaxed into his.

“The stakes are the highest,” he finally said. “But the planning people are smart and cautious. Try not to think about everything that could go wrong. Maybe instead, imagine what Golgerra could be like under new management.”

Her eyes brightened, gazing up at him like he’d hung the moon and had lit all the stars in the sky like candles, one by one. “I haven’t dared, before. But…no more undercity. No more penal farms.”

“Keep talking,” he whispered, loving how hope smelled on her, sweet as the wind through a field of wildflowers.

“Later.” That solitary word felt like a promise, as if they were starting something she couldn’t wait to finish.

Hell, they’d never talked about the future, so this could be all in his head. Slay didn’t think he could live in Golgerra, and she might not want to abandon her people. He sensed that was how she’d see moving to Ash Valley. Anyway, Dom might’ve already given him up for dead, put somebody else in as second. Fuck, that would sting since he’d waited three years for that asshole while he grieved, only to lose Pru—

Slay waited for the usual anger and bitterness to kick in, but his emotions stayed static. It happened, yeah, but he had no strong sentiments attached to the memory anymore. Belatedly, he realized he didn’t think of Pru when Rowena was touching him either, even though Pru had been his first and he’d thought she would be his last. He couldn’t even muster up a whiff of regret either. Done was done, right?

Maybe Pru was right after all. We needed to pull the plug a long time ago. Some relationships just didn’t work, no matter how much you wanted them to. If the pieces didn’t fit, they didn’t.

“Okay,” he agreed.

In a thoughtful mood, he ate the evening meal at Rowena’s side, aware that after tonight everything would change. Multiple teams would be dispensing the poison, and by tomorrow evening, most of the guards should be out of commission. Then fucking finally, he could shift and let the jaguar off his leash.

Hope I’m still me when the bloodletting stops. A risk, but one I’m willing to take.

Rowena shared her food with him again, and when he tried to refuse, she nudged the bread toward him again. “I ate well in the upper tier, so you need it more.”

That smelled like a lie, but he let it stand. With a warm glow, he remembered that sharing food in the undercity meant she valued his life more than her own, a fucking wordless declaration of love. That in mind, he ate every bite and licked the crumbs from his fingers, wondering when he’d get to taste her like she’d devoured him.

The simple memory got him half-hard; he shut it down fast. Not tonight. We’ll fuck like animals when we get out of this hellhole. While he’d enjoyed letting her touch him at the comfort house, Slay wished their first time would happen when they were both free, prisoners no more. That way he could be sure it wasn’t forced proximity making her think she wanted him just because he was here. If she still gravitated toward him when they weren’t crammed into a cubbyhole to sleep together, then he’d have Ro every way she’d let him.

Slay insisted they get to be near the door this time, and while there were grumbles, he heard someone speculate that Rowena and Slay wanted to sneak out to fuck later. That pervert needed to mind his own business, but the suspicion provided a handy cover. While everyone slept, they crept from their quarters, and if anyone happened to be awake, they’d assume that Slay was getting lucky.

Sneaking was his wheelhouse, so he led the way, retracing his steps to the barracks he’d scouted. Rowena moved like a shadow at his back. Never again would she toil in the workshop. From this point on, they were at war, and he gloried in the fact that he was here at the heart of it. Nobody from Ash Valley would know how it all went down.

Wonder if I could claim I got captured on purpose.

Nah, he was trying not to care so much about what other people thought. Better not to spin a story when the truth sufficed.

“Need you to keep watch,” he whispered.

“On it.”

There was one guard on duty outside, quietly dozing. Likely he’d never encountered trouble; the prisoners were too well conditioned. Slay leapt on him in an instant and choked him out. At Rowena’s nod, he snapped the asshole’s neck, then searched for somewhere to hide the body. While she checked the path, he stashed the corpse in an empty crate and stacked two more on top. In the morning, they’d wonder, but it shouldn’t stop anyone from eating breakfast.

He slid in through the kitchen, deserted at this time. Rowena mixed the poison into the flour they used—the good kind that made fluffy bread. Baking wouldn’t impact the toxicity. Then they laced the stew that was already prepped with the rest. That way, no matter what the assholes ate tomorrow, the result should be the same.

Prisoners weren’t allowed in the barracks and in general, guards weren’t generous. They didn’t share their rations. He let out a slow breath and jerked his head toward the exit.

If all forays went this well, in less than twenty-four hours, the undercity would be at war.

At long last, time for payback.

Slay couldn’t wait for the killing to start.


15.


The dying started halfway through their shift.

Rowena had instructions to pretend things were normal until the last second, but when their supervisor keeled over and frothed from the mouth, it must mean ‘operation poison’ had succeeded. Some prisoners panicked; a few tried to help. Kani slipped from her stool and hurried out in the confusion. After a short delay, Rowena did the same and Slay followed.

The three of them cut through the chaos and the crowd, making for the rally point. Soon, the bells that once ruled their lives would be used for another purpose, signaling the attack on the remaining guards, those who had missed breakfast for some reason.

On the way, they armed up, snatching weapons from guards who were twitching in public areas. Maybe their bodies would go into the furnace and feed the mushrooms, justice for all the prisoners who unjustly suffered that same fate.

Straight away, she spotted Hettie and most of the comfort workers. Many already had weapons, likely taken from the guards. Nearly everyone could shift, but on Chantisse’s orders they were saving their strength. Most were weak and malnourished; they would need that extra power when they took the upper tiers.

“How are things?” Rowena asked Hettie, avoiding the hug.

“Here or above?” the other woman asked.

Ro gave her a measured look. “Both.”

“Last I heard from our spies in the guard ranks, there was a pitched battle outside. Prince Alastor liberated the penal farms and the freemen joined him in the march on Golgerra.”

“No news since?” she guessed.

Hettie shook her head. “Here, everything seems to be going according to plan so far.”

Unease crawled down Ro’s spine as she remembered the look in the tyrant’s eyes. “Don’t celebrate too soon. That’s the recipe for everything to go wrong.”

Kani edged closer to Slay, drawing an amused smile from Rowena. Ever since he’d startled Kani by trying to save her, she’d shown signs of developing a serious case of hero worship, a phenomenon Rowena understood intimately. She had no idea what she’d say when she saw Prince Alastor again.

Will he expect me to return to his service as if nothing has changed?

Probably not, as he’d promised the freedom to choose to anyone who followed him. That must include the Exiles. Still, she wondered, for sometimes in the back of her mind, she envisioned a future with Slay. That might be assuming entirely too much.

But there were more important matters to resolve first.

As word spread among the prisoners, a few volunteers showed up, eager for payback. Hopefully, those who didn’t want to fight would find a secure place to hide, though soon, safety would be relative.

Just then, Chantisse tolled the bell in sequence, signaling the start of the attack. The beginning of the end? One way or another.

And Slay snarled, “Fucking yes. Finally.”

The larger force moved out in groups with Kani and Nolen sticking with Rowena and Slay. She felt a little better about that, as the two were truly too young to be mixed up in this. Their ages hadn’t kept them from being forced to work, however, and she had no right to forbid them from doing as they wished.

Two guards came at them, pale-faced and sickly. They must’ve eaten only small portions, not enough to incapacitate or kill them. Slay stepped smoothly into their path, and he shocked one with the electric prods they used on prisoners. Rowena stunned the other, then Kani and Nolen cut their throats with homemade shivs. Their enemies fell, still jerking in response to the current. The smell of blood pooled behind them but Slay didn’t look back. Neither did Rowena. Already in motion, Slay led their patrol with a deadly ferocity she found ridiculously alluring.

There was no doubt in Ro’s mind that he’d kill to protect her. Her own people had a well-deserved reputation for brutality, but cat shifters brought an elegant sort of violence to the mix.

“Good work,” he said to the young warriors. He didn’t look at Kani or Nolen as he praised them, still scanning for hostiles. “Ro, watch our six.”

“On it,” she answered.

Without rehearsal, they fell in as a unit with Slay on point, Nolen and Kani in the middle, and Rowena guarding their backs. She wished she had the juice to go airborne. Recon would be easier that way, but she’d also be painting a target on her back while burning precious energy she might need later.

One day I’ll be able to fly whenever I want. Nobody starving me, nobody clipping my wings, or telling me what to do.

At least the guards used non-lethal weapons on the prison populace. That meant they weren’t facing enemies with guns. They killed a few more weakened opponents, and then Slay paused, holding up a hand as he listened to something that wasn’t perceptible to the rest.

“Major fighting ahead. Get ready,” he cautioned.

Rowena nodded, squaring her shoulders. She was a veteran if not an Elite, and she’d survived the bombing at Ash Valley, the assault on the hold afterward, and Battle of Hallowell. Becoming a POW interrupted her life as a soldier in the prince’s personal retinue, but she wouldn’t stop fighting until Golgerra was free.

When they got closer, she too heard the clash of bodies, grunts and cries, and the din grew louder when they entered the fray. There was no elegant choreography, just a frenzied energy. The air stank of copper and desperation, low curses echoing. Rowena wheeled away from a knife, ducked around a prisoner wrestling a guard, and she assisted from behind, smashing her elbow into the watchman’s kidney. With sufficient force, it would lead to internal damage, bleeding that would kill him slowly.

They deserve to suffer.

Some of the guards had shifted, not a good scenario since they were better fed with fuel to burn. A few more burst into Gol forms, complete with scales and claws, demon horns and elongated spikes jutting from their spines. The nearest lashed with a barbed tail, and she leapt.

Wonder if the prods work through armored skin.

She tested the theory, jabbing the stunner into the shifted guard’s side. No effect.

Fuck.

Dodging a swipe, she tucked and rolled. Unlike most of the prisoners, she had some unarmed combat training to rely on, but without heavy weapons, it wouldn’t be easy to finish these bastards. She glanced at Slay, who seemed to have come to the same conclusion. The guards wouldn’t even need reinforcements if—

No.

This revolution couldn’t fail. Rowena would do whatever it took, even if it killed her. Before she’d hardly made the decision, she shifted, and it was a tough, shocking burn. She got liftoff above the fray, leaping into the air off a quadrupedal Gol’s back. He growled a curse at her in base Gol, but she only let out a triumphant call. Without ranged weapons, they couldn’t hurt her. But she would destroy them.

Ro snatched the smallest and carried him upward, all the way to the dizzying heights of the cavernous ceiling. Then she let go. Armored skin protected from penetration—claws, bites, and piercing weapons; it couldn’t do much to protect the bones from impact, from gravity. She was too far away to hear the thud, but the guard she dropped didn’t move again. Alight with eager energy, she dove again and grabbed the next in her powerful feet. This one struggled as she rose, trying to twist free and she absorbed the blows he rained on her lower body.

I’ll feel that later. Get splattered, you bastard.

Holy shit. Rowena is glorious.

Admiration rocketed to the front of Slay’s head, rising as she did. Her changed form was the perfect marriage of lethal and beautiful. The moment of distraction cost him, though. Slay took a claw in his shoulder, and he bled freely when he wrenched away, backpedaling furiously. If she’d shifted, the situation must be urgent.

Finally.

Snarling, he let go of the great cat and launched into motion, all ferocity as he tore through his ragged prison garb. His claws couldn’t breach the armored skin, but when Rowena raised one, he went for the soft spot underneath, ripping at the openings she gave him. Blood spurted into his mouth, earthier than Eldritch, but some of the same notes.

As a jaguar, he had way more agility and bounded through the battle wreaking havoc the way he’d pictured so many times. Slay fought the great cat for control, as the jag wanted to kill all these bastards, slaughter them all and get the hell out of here.

A changed Elite with enormous horns charged him and Slay leapt across his dorsal spines and sank his fangs into the back of his skull. Unlike many Animari cats, he could bite through bone, and the thicker hide of a changed Gol wasn’t that fucking dense. He clamped down with his jaws and crunched. It wasn’t a clean kill, but he held on through the thrashing while the Gol’s body got the message that he was dead, and then Slay bounded away.

Quickly, he checked on Ro but she was good, dealing death from above with delightful adroitness. Kani and Nolen fought as a team, but they were still using stunners and that shit wouldn’t work. He got between them and the brutal Elites trying to murder children and Slay battled hard on defense, until the kids were safe.

Five more.

Numbers were on their side now, though, and another prisoner shifted, adding to their advantage. Rowena’s aerial support played a pivotal role; she created opportunities and Slay took full advantage, shredding with his claws and locking on with a powerful bite.

She lifted one enough for him to sever the Achilles tendon and the big bastard went down hard, a ton of red, leathery skin and flailing talons. Slay took the wounds, pushing past the downed Gol’s defenses and he finished him with a bite to the skull. He spat a mouthful of bone and brain, wishing he could get the taste out of his mouth. A sharp, sudden pain in his flank shorted out his brain and then he lost the fight, all his higher thought went.

Instinct. Enemies.

The jaguar smelled nobody familiar. They were all strangers. They all needed to die. Feral, ferocious, he hunted and circled, tail lashing. Blood in the air, on his jaws, on his paws. The largest ones died beneath his teeth. Mindless violence engulfed him; growls and shrieks surrounded him until the instinct to kill became his entire existence. Pain was irrelevant, like the distant whine of an insect. The great cat could rest only when all these tormentors were dead.

Another bite, another kill.

Another.

When the greater threats vanished, the smaller ones encircled him. He showed his teeth, warning them that they were next. He lashed out with a paw when one of them came too close.

Kill. Quickly.

They scrambled, making sounds he didn’t understand. If they got in his way, he’d slaughter them on his way out. This place smelled revolting, and he couldn’t wait to fight his way clear. He raised his face, trying to get a hint of freshness, but there was no breeze. No natural odors at all, no other animals, no spoor, at least none he recognized. He turned, ready to make his escape, and something got in his way. The jaguar let out a vicious roar, the only warning he’d give. This thing wouldn’t take much to kill, small as it was. But…something about the smell plucked at him.

Who…?

The creature made sounds, repeated them in a soft tone. His ears rang with the echoes of other battles, a deep knocking in the earth, but nothing that was familiar. Anger grew, warring with the confusion. He swiped with his claws, and the thing jumped back, still urgently making noise, reaching for him despite his rage and confusion.

“Slay.”

That name he recognized.

“Slay, it’s Ro.”

Suddenly, he remembered everything he’d forgotten, and he fell forward, sliding out of jaguar form, naked and bloody and trembling.

I almost hurt her. Almost hurt them all. I’m supposed to be on their side.

Slay gasped for breath, fighting the sickness roiling in his gut. He was covered in blood spatter with bone shards still gritty in his teeth, the taste of Golgoth brain lingering on his palate. It took all his self-control not to hurl in front of Kani and Nolen.

With careful hands, Rowena reached for him, steadying him. She stroked the sweaty hair away from his forehead with careful fingers. “You okay? The fight’s not over yet.”

“You were amazing,” Kani said in a small voice.

Bullshit. I nearly murdered everyone.

This was exactly what Pru had feared from Dom, a grieving leopard left to his own devices for so long. Going feral was a real danger, one Slay had exposed Pru to without a second thought. And she couldn’t even shift. Guilt rushed in, filling up the hollow spaces.

She was right to leave me.

Closing his eyes, he tipped his head back, breathing in deeply through his nose, exhaling with his mouth. His breath smelled fucking rancid, a hazard of combat that could usually be rectified with some mouthwash, clean water, and a toothbrush. He had none of those.

Finally, he mustered the strength to answer, his voice still guttural and rasping. “I’ll be fine. Thanks for bringing me back.”

“My pleasure.” She squeezed his shoulder, and more of the tension dissolved.

If he could hold her, he’d feel better, but he doubted the rest of the resistance would understand. Hell, Rowena’s voice and her scent had pulled him back from the brink. Sometimes when the animal took over, there was no going back, especially when the other side had been stressed, subjected to extreme duress.

When I shift next, will it happen again?

Fuck, his brain barely stayed ahead of his mouth at the best of times. At least he suspected that was true; otherwise, why did he struggle so much with bad decisions or fail to spot potential problems? In general, Slay never knew he’d fucked up until it was too late to fix it.

While he strove to get some control back, Rowena stepped into his space, seeming to know, somehow, that her scent calmed him. Then she took it a step further and slipped her arms around his waist. There it was, the hug he’d wanted but didn’t dare ask for. Nobody seemed to think it was odd as the others checked each other’s wounds. Nolen was doing some first aid while Kani tore bandages. The Gols didn’t heal like Animari, presenting a different set of problems after a battle.

Slowly he completed the embrace, trying to keep from freaking her out. But Ro wasn’t scared of him anymore, it seemed—even though he’d almost mauled her as a jaguar. She smelled of warmth and home, nestled in his arms, not even a whisper of discomfort, let alone fear.

“I could’ve hurt you,” he muttered.

Her response came with flattering swiftness. “You were confused, that’s all. But I should warn you…the battle frenzy will hit when the fighting ends. You may not be able to resist.”

Slay blinked. “I might not?”

That didn’t even make sense.

“The Golgoth exude a certain…pheromone after a battle. I’m told it’s difficult to think. Just makes everyone want to fuck themselves boneless. I’ll try my best not to—”

“Ro,” Slay cut in, stifling a laugh. “I always want that with you. If it helps you work off stress, I’m there, consent requested and granted. So let’s finish the fighting.”

“So we can get to the fucking?” Her sultry smile just about melted him into a puddle.
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After the battle, the undercity would have been in chaos, if not for Chantisse and her meticulous planning.

Work crews cleared the bodies as other resistance personnel constructed makeshift barricades at the entrance to the undercity. Nobody would be permitted to pass until the resistance was ready to take the fight to the upper tiers. We don’t have long. Rowena surveyed the scene, taking inventory of the untainted food stores while Slay inspected the weapons confiscated from the guard barracks. They had the expected number of electric prods, a few hidden blades. He uncovered no secret caches of high ordinance; it would be strange if he had, as the tyrant had sent most of it on the march with his troops.

Weapons wouldn’t matter that much after they ate their fill. With plenty of grain to bake multiple loaves of bread, mushrooms and dried meat for a hearty stew, tonight they’d feast like champions. There was no need to stockpile, as they weren’t preparing for a siege. No, they just needed to get stronger in preparation for the final rush. Likely, it would be more akin to a terrible riot than a glorious battle.

Setting aside such considerations, Rowena finished her notes and turned to Chantisse, who was on hand to check in at the eastern barracks. Soon she would move on to soothe fears in the former prisoners who hadn’t known about the rebellion beforehand and to ensure things were running smoothly. She took the list and skimmed it, checking Rowena’s numbers.

“Is there enough to feed everyone in your sector?” Chantisse asked.

Rowena nodded. “It’s incredible how much food the guards were hoarding while offering only enough to keep us alive.”

“One or two meals can’t make up for such a long deficit,” Chantisse said with a sigh. “But the longer we delay, the greater the risk that they realize something is wrong down here. We can’t afford to let them trap us.”

“Timing is everything. We’ll feast tonight, eat again after some rest, and then—”

“We strike,” Chantisse finished.

Her mouth compressed into a grim line, dark eyes focused on a future only she could foresee. Sometimes Rowena glimpsed shadows of it, but she feared failure so much that she was afraid to fully envision what success would look like, how a free Golgerra might appear. It wasn’t that she’d lost hope, but optimism couldn’t take root fully in the dry-scrabble soil of her soul. Generally, she teetered between the brilliance of possibility and the abyss of despair, a grimly gray zone where a nebulous ‘maybe’ fluttered with faint promise.

With that pledge, the resistance leader moved on, greeting others with warmth and care, pausing to listen to concerns and assuage them. Rowena watched for a few seconds longer, then Hettie found her in the crowd. She endured the spontaneous hug and breathed through it, relaxing a fraction when her friend stepped back.

“I’m so glad you’re safe,” Ro said. “Did the fighting reach the comfort house?”

Hettie sighed. “A little. I shouldn’t care about the damage since I can’t wait to get out of here, but part of me hates to see something I built up broken this way.”

“That’s understandable,” she said gently.

“Rowena, we could use a hand on kitchen detail. Do you mind pitching in?” The question came from Kani, who was holding a pot that looked too heavy for her slight frame.

She’d learned a bit on the march, as she often ended up on meal prep in Alastor’s retinue. The others thought they were doing her a favor, sparing her from the heavier chores, and she hadn’t really minded. With a wave for Hettie, she hurried to join the girl, plucking the cooking implement from her grasp.

“Lead the way. Let’s see how far they’ve gotten.”

Fortunately, the soldiers had been too lazy to fix their own meals, so workers knew how to bake bread and make the mushroom stew. From the doorway, Rowena spotted the head cook, who hadn’t sampled enough of his own food to hurt him, as he unknowingly prepared the last meal for most of the guards. The man slammed a fist into the wall as Rowena entered the mess hall, shouting something she didn’t catch right in Nolen’s face.

As she drew closer, she caught the tail end. “…don’t fucking care. I have a stomachache and I only had a few bites. Others who pilfered more are puking their guts out. You could’ve killed us along with the guards and I doubt any of you would care. Why should I help people who tried to murder me with their silence?”

“I’d be angry too,” she said, drawing the cook’s ire from the boy who wasn’t responsible for leadership choices.

“We can keep our mouths shut,” the man snapped. “Yet nobody approached us. I—”

“The last time we brought new people in, we were betrayed. Most of us were executed. It took years for Chantisse and Hettie to rebuild. I’m sorry to those who are sick. I hope they’ll be all right.” She paused to lend the apology gravitas, then soldiered on. “But even if they aren’t, we’d make the same choices. Everyone who survives is welcome to join us. We’re heading to the upper tiers as soon as we’re strong enough. Please understand the stakes and forgive our transgressions.” Rowena pressed her hands together in an apologetic posture.

When she straightened, the cook was staring at her with an odd expression. “You’re the one who belonged to the tyrant.”

She clenched her jaw around a spate of angry words until she could offer a more measured response. “He claimed that I did. I never agreed. And my name is Rowena.”

“Maksim. I didn’t know that you’d come back. The sickly prince took you away from here, last I knew.”

His curiosity about her predicament indicated a lessening of anger, so she responded in good faith. “I was captured on the battlefield outside Hallowell, and I’ve been working with the resistance since then. They offer the best chance at deposing the despot once and for all.”

Maksim listened with apparent interest, then said, “Fine, it’s pointless to hold a grudge now, though I might ask for reparations later if any of my people fail to make a full recovery.”

Ro smiled, her entire body easing. The last thing they needed was an internal struggle when every second counted. “I’m sure Chantisse will be glad to discuss the possibility, once we’ve liberated Golgerra.”

“That sent a chill down my back,” Maksim said.

“Mine too, every time I picture it. Imagine us in the upper tiers, free to come and go. Prince Alastor is outside, mounting an external attack so we’ll never have a better opportunity. The tyrant is tired, his resources exhausted, his forces beleaguered on both sides.”

The cook wielded his metal spoon like it was a weapon of war. “Then let me play my part. I have little ones that ought to see what the sky looks like.”

Rowena added, “And have dreams of their own making. They won’t toil in the workshops like we did. Once we take the upper city, your little ones can do—or be—anything.”

The joy that lit Maksim’s face was contagious. Ro found herself smiling as well, as if hope were a virus that could spread through the rest of the populace, giving everyone strength and courage where there had only been fear and doubt. She didn’t have Chantisse’s confidence or charisma, but maybe her words could help in a small way. She followed Maksim into the kitchen and heeded his instructions, assisting with the preparation of the largest feast the eastern sector had ever seen.

Eventually, Slay came looking for her when she was up to her wrists in dough, kneading with all her strength. She realized how tense he was when he gripped the edge of the worktable until his knuckles whitened. The metal cracked a little in his hold, and Rowena’s eyes widened.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“I lost track of you,” he said in a hoarse tone. “You were there with me and then…you weren’t. Couldn’t find you in the chaos and nobody knew. I thought…”

Something terrible happened. Or Tycho took me.

He heaved a shuddering breath and she dusted off her hands before closing the distance between them. Rowena reached up and cradled his sweaty face in her palms, drawing his forehead to hers. This close, she felt the tremors running through his big body.

He’s so scared. For me.

“I’m here,” she whispered. “I’m safe.”

Slay kissed Rowena because he couldn’t refrain.

He couldn’t simply opt not to. Her mouth was oxygen, feeding air to his starved lungs, and when she parted her lips, digging her hands into his back to drag him closer still, the inner turmoil smoothed from desperation to desire. It didn’t matter that they were in the middle of the kitchen with people passing by all around. The only thing he cared about was having her in his arms—that and the fact that she trusted him to touch her when she allowed nobody else close.

That was such a precious gift, one he didn’t deserve, but he’d spend his life trying to be worthy of it. She pulled back slowly like there was an invisible tether between them, and she rubbed her cheek against his. Maybe she’d noticed the gesture during her time in Ash Valley or possibly she intuited the best way to show him affection.

“Better?” she whispered.

“Undoubtedly. Sorry for overreacting. I don’t know what got into me.”

That was a lie. The mate bond was forming, the one he hadn’t allowed to grow between him and Pru, for a ton of reasons that all mostly seemed like excuses now. If things had been right between them, he never would’ve been able to resist. This wasn’t something he could manage or walk away from. Already Rowena was alive in his bloodstream, an irresistible magnetic pull, and he wanted her all the time.

Someone called, “Get back to work if you want everyone to eat tonight.”

Slay didn’t know the man, but Rowena stepped back, heeding his words, so he must be in charge, at least in the kitchen. “Coming, Maksim.”

“Can I help?”

In all likelihood, he’d get in the way, as his mother had cooked for him until she died. Pru had made him food as well, until she didn’t anymore. Then he ate what he was given while being hauled around by his captors, who tortured him daily to keep him too weak to fight. He was feeble as a kitten by the time the Eldritch finally delivered him to Golgerra.

Maksim flicked him a look. “Can you use a knife?”

“Sure,” he answered, hoping it would be too simple to fuck up. But even if he did cut himself, he’d heal. No big deal.

“Then wash and chop the mushrooms.”

Relieved to have a task that let him stay close to Ro, he got to work with a few whispered suggestions from her. She seemed to sense that Slay wasn’t experienced in the kitchen, but as predicted, it didn’t take great skill to dice up the mushrooms. In fact, the work was reflexive and relaxing, nothing complicated that he needed to think about. When he finished, he had a veritable mountain of chopped shrooms, and Ro helped him ferry them to Maksim’s workstation.

The cook was preparing all kinds of dishes, incredible bounty from the guards’ secret stores of dried meat and frozen vegetables, dehydrated spices, and fresh fruit. It occurred to Slay that working for the guards must’ve been hell, making delicious meals that the prisoners weren’t allowed to eat. He didn’t know how they’d resisted temptation, which led to punishment and isolation. The guards also had nutritional supplements to counteract the problems that arose from lack of sunlight. Theoretically, the prisoners were supposed to get them too but often they were withheld or given as rewards for good behavior. The system was all kinds of fucked up.

And it’s finished now.

That thought inspired immense satisfaction. With his part completed, Slay went to see if he could help Rowena with the dough. Kneading took strength, and he had a surfeit of it. She stood close and showed him what to do, then turned one of the mounds over to him. The finished ones went further along the production line, eventually ending up in the oven.

“It’s amazing to think every barracks kitchen is buzzing like this,” he said, knuckling down hard on the dough and then flipping it as she’d demonstrated.

“We need a win. To make everyone believe we can do this—that it won’t end badly. This time, the situation is completely different. The tyrant is on a ledge, no way out but down, and Prince Alastor is bashing down the gates.”

“Perfect time to strike,” Slay agreed.

“The despot won’t see it coming. In the upper tiers, they can’t conceive of a revolution, but anyone will fight if they’re pushed past a certain point.”

Maybe it was the wrong time, but he couldn’t hold the words back. He sought Ro’s silver gaze with his, marveling at the fey beauty that made his heart ache. “Never thought I’d say this, but I’m glad they took me. This is where I’m supposed to be, right here, right now. With you.”

Her smile was like a sunrise on a mountain, sharp and sudden, and so beautiful that he almost shaded his eyes. When she was happy, nobody glowed like Ro, and his heart turned over at knowing he had the power to put that expression on her face. She reached across the table and touched his cheek with a floury fingertip. He smelled the yeast and the gluten, and the tang of the spices, everything that had gone into the dough. Beneath that, there was only the sweetness of Rowena—her warm skin and the pheromones that promised she wanted him, maybe as fierce and delicious as the desire simmering inside him.

“You say these things at the most inopportune times.” Her molten look was a promise.

At least, he hoped so.

Though he worked almost as hard on the bread dough as he had the sewing machine, the reward was infinitely more palatable. Frankly, the incentive for finishing a shift had been terrible before he met Ro. That was why he shot off his mouth and got sent to the box so often. Guard tactics for demoralizing a prisoner didn’t account for Animari healing and Slay figured he’d rather brood alone than break his back for assholes who had no right to make him do hard labor. He’d settled down after Ro’s arrival, not wanting to lose precious time with her.

She smiled at him as she drew back, returning to work with a dedication he admired. No matter what it was, Ro gave her best. When the time came, Slay hoped she’d be as all-in on their relationship as she was this revolution.

Hours later, the kitchen was swarming with personnel, carrying platters and trays. Because they were feeding the entire eastern sector, the barracks wouldn’t hold everyone, so they’d annexed the old marketplace, stalls and tables set up in the middle of the warren. It felt like a festival because somebody had strung up chemical lights, stolen from the emergency caches, and others circulated among the crowd with plates of food, little bites that could be grabbed quickly and eaten. In some circles, they’d be called appetizers but here, the people were so hungry that they couldn’t wait for larger portions. They needed to pace themselves or they’d get sick, and the resistance couldn’t afford any delays.

Slay watched everything come together with a dawning sense of wonder.

Years from now, I’ll be able to say, ‘I was there. I saw it happen. I witnessed the day they won their freedom’. There was no doubt in his mind that he’d never participated in anything so important or momentous.

“You look happy,” Ro said, settling herself against his side with a casualness that made his heart sing.

“I am.”

“It’ll be even more impressive when we do this in the grand piazza in the upper tier.” She sounded so sure, so confident, that he believed too.

Slay knew in that moment he’d follow her anywhere.
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The feast went on for hours.

Most had never seen this much food, and more than once, Rowena had to caution someone. Eating too much after a period of privation could have frightening consequences. People could start vomiting, go into shock, or even die, in some cases. It was impossible to compensate for a lengthy deficit in one meal, but they all needed to muster what energy they could to push forward with the assault.

Briefly Rowena wished they could receive news from above, but when they’d erected the barricades, they also ensured that nobody could enter or exit the undercity. No warnings could be carried, either way. The security allowed no chance for treachery, but it carried some risks as well. They had no idea of what they’d be marching into when they removed the blockades and rolled out.

“You good?” Slay asked.

He wore an expression of visible concern. It seemed as if he was always watching her, reading her like a story he found fascinating. Rowena wasn’t used to such prolonged attention, except under particular circumstances, but she savored Slay’s interest.

“Just fretting a little. I wish we could just get this over with, but certain preparations have to be made.”

“You’re worried about how they’ll fare,” he guessed.

He didn’t see himself this way, but he was always shrewd about her thoughts and fears. Rowena nodded with a faint sigh.

“They’re not trained. Most have barely shifted in their lives and…” She hesitated, not wanting to give voice to her doubts.

Slay whispered, “And they’re up against what’s left of the Elite Royal Guard.”

Ro compressed her lips, offering only a single inclination of her head to indicate he’d correctly identify her greatest concern. It wasn’t even fear of death, precisely, but the terror that she’d lead the entire resistance to their doom, get them slaughtered in a battle they had no hope of winning. Yet such a fine opportunity would never come again.

If not now, never.

She liked that he didn’t offer false reassurances. There were no guarantees, but everything was planned as well as it could be. Steadying her nerves, she touched Slay lightly on the arm in silent thanks, then she made her way to Kani’s side. The girl had a hunk of bread in both hands and was dipping it vigorously in the mushroom stew. She wore a blissful expression, one Rowena wasn’t used to seeing.

Privately she wished that children like Kani could be kept safe, but they needed everyone on the offensive. Otherwise, their frail and vulnerable could be used against them. In shifted forms, it would be difficult to pinpoint weaknesses, impossible to discern age that way as well.

Rowena wanted to speak a few encouraging words to the girl, but they didn’t come. In the end, she smiled at Kani and walked past her to address Nolen. “You have orders from Chantisse?” she asked.

The boy nodded, determined to the last. “We’ll be in the rearguard, along with everyone else Chantisse wants to protect.”

She and Slay would be part of the vanguard, the first to join the fray. Rowena took satisfaction in that.

“Understood. Do either of you want more soup?” At their eager nods, she refilled the bowls and served for a bit longer, circulating among the hungry crowd, before Hettie finally stepped into her path with an aggravated sigh.

“Sit down and eat. Nobody needs sustenance more than you, my love.”

As soon as Ro stopped moving, exhaustion set in. Rowena swayed a little but before Hettie could touch her and raise all her defenses, Slay was there with a hand beneath her elbow. He led her out of the throng, and she saw he’d laid a meal for her already, servings of everything they’d helped to prepare.

“Eat,” he ordered.

It would be foolish to demur. She sank to the ground with a weary exhalation and devoured the food at a slow and steady pace. When she’d eaten about half of it, Slay finally started his meal.

“You watch me like a hawk,” she muttered.

“If you took care of yourself better I wouldn’t have to.” He scowled as he took an angry bite of shroom stew, followed by a hunk of fresh bread.

Ro cocked a brow. “Are you complaining?”

“Not at all. Makes me feel needed.”

“You are,” she whispered.

As his golden gaze met hers, the market went silent, and the space dimmed, until she could only see his face, lean and drawn from hunger and fatigue. It only made his eyes burn brighter in contrast, two amber stars glowing beneath sooty brows. She loved the sharpness of his nose and the bony cut of his jaw, the sensual curl of his lips when he was lazily amused. Everything about this man pleased her, and soon, very soon, she’d show him how much.

Slay’s throat worked. “You’re looking at me like you’d prefer to eat me up instead of what’s on your plate.”

“If only,” she said wistfully.

Stifling a groan, he muttered, “For the first time, I understand what they mean when they say ‘war is hell’.”

“Because it leaves us no time for pleasure?” she suggested.

Slay smiled. “Among other things.”

This feeling wouldn’t wait. Desire rose inside her like a massive, winged bird and she leaned over, pressing a soft kiss to the ridge of his cheekbone. With an air of dawning wonder, he raised two fingertips and touched the warm spot she’d left. Rowena didn’t feel shy until she registered his amazement, then she ducked her head, watching her plate with more fascination than it warranted.

“I will never stop loving how it feels to be someone you trust,” he said.

Suddenly, Rowena realized that Hettie had been trying to attract her attention for a while. “If you’re quite done with the treacle,” the other woman said, “Chantisse would like to hold a final strategy meeting, as we’ll be moving in a few hours.”

“Understood.” Ro took her plate and followed her friend, glancing back once to make sure Slay was with them.

As ever, Chantisse was in the middle of everything with people clamoring for her attention. She took the time to listen, appease each concern, and every one of her petitioners felt seen and heard by the time they left. Up close, Rowena saw the toll leadership had taken on her. Her eyes were red and her face drawn.

Still, Chantisse managed a smile. “Rowena! Glad Hettie found you. This way. There are a few contingencies we ought to discuss. The most vulnerable point will come when we push to the upper tiers. It’s a risk that we’ll lose some of our own in the rush. So many bodies, a tight passageway…and those stairs…” Chantisse shook her head, clearly not wanting to say more and risk demoralizing anyone who might overhear.

But Rowena could easily imagine people getting trampled, especially those whose strength failed them and they couldn’t hold their shifted forms. Thick Golgoth skin would protect them from much permanent harm, but if they lost that armor and stumbled—

No, best not to picture worst-case scenarios. Her heart hammered as she banished the potential for disaster.

“You’ve assigned the weakest among us to the rearguard,” she said aloud.

Chantisse nodded. “It was the best I could do. But listen, I’ve been brainstorming and here’s my idea.”

Before the resistance leader could unveil her strategy, Nolen came running, panting in his urgency. “We’re out of time!”

Slay stepped forward, steadying the boy with both hands on his shoulders. “Take a breath. Try again.”

The kid did as instructed, then gasped, “They’re flooding the city. I carried the message to the western barracks as you asked and on the way back, I saw that the cisterns were overflowing. So I scouted elsewhere and all the intake valves are open. At the rate the water is coming in, we’ll be submerged in less than two days.”

The undercity wasn’t built in tiers like the upper levels and there were limited places to serve as high ground refuge. Slay already knew what had to happen. The final push would come sooner than they’d planned. That was all.

Ro put a comforting hand on Nolen’s shoulder. “They must have been alerted when the last guard change failed.”

Chantisse pitched her voice to carry through the market and as soon as she began to speak, all other voices fell silent. “The timetable has accelerated. We always knew it would come to this, so finish your food and change. When freedom is not given, it must be taken! It’s time.”

On Chantisse’s command, Slay followed Ro, running toward the eastern barracks. They’d agreed to sound the bell that was once used to remind prisoners of their routines. Now it would ring through the undercity for the last time, signaling commencement of the attack on Golgerra. She did the honors and the sonorous tone rang out, echoed on all sides—north, south, and west.

As the Golgoth shifted all around him, a shiver coursed through Slay. He’d been raised to view the Gols as demons from a terrifying storybook, and now that he saw so many of them up close, he could understand why. They took nightmare forms—leathery skin and demonic features, vestigial batwings and barbed tails, like fiends that might have fought their way free of sulfurous ground. Then Rowena stepped toward him, cupping his face in her delicate hand.

She was so beautiful it hurt to look at her, otherworldly and gleaming with a glamour so fierce that he blinked to make sure he wasn’t imagining her radiance. Then she kissed him softly, a promise worth more than a thousand words, silently given in the press of her mouth to his. His nerves steadied, and when she pulled back, the uncertainty faded as well. No Golgoth was inherently evil, any more than the Animari or Eldritch were. Always, it amounted to choices.

He drew her to him, breathing her in. There was always a sweetness about her, the tang of her body chemistry pleasing to his senses, even when she slightly needed a wash. Ro ran her hand across the top of his head, petting him, and he half-closed his eyes, savoring the touch. Because such things didn’t come easy to her. She’d worked for that comfort with him, battled her fears back every step of the way, until she could do that without tensing, without freezing.

“We won’t be able to talk after this,” he said. “Anything you’d like to say?’

“Many, many things. But I’ll save them for the victory circle. I can’t wait to show you Vega Rising and the piazza—but first…” She paused, silvery eyes locked on his.

Slay couldn’t look away, even as he realized that almost everyone else had changed. They were expected to lead the charge, so he couldn’t delay any longer. “We have shit to do.”

“Important shit,” she agreed solemnly.

He smiled. It didn’t matter to Ro that he wasn’t great with words—that he knew what he felt but the emotions got twisted and he couldn’t get them out. Somehow she understood, even when he approached sideways. Finally, he let go off the endless rage he’d been simmering since the moment of his capture and slid into jaguar form, all sleek fury, teeth, and claws.

His eyesight was sharper in this form, his sense of smell as well. In his man shape, he maintained enhanced senses too, but going cat added another layer of acuity. Now shifted, he could tell that the Gols were fucking scared to death. The market reeked of acrid terror and he let out a territorial roar. If there were any other Animari in the mix, they’d answer. A few did, emboldening the Gols to snarl and shout as well. He couldn’t understand what they were saying, but he recognized wolf and bear calls, though he didn’t understand the meanings. The great cats responded also, not many, just a few.

Victory!

Liberty and glory!

And from one particularly furious lion, Burn it all down!

In the throng, Rowena was the last to change, and he understood why. The battle furor quieted as she rose, her skin a deep maroon, gleaming beneath the rushlights. Her face was narrow and pointed, mouth cracked wide with razor-tipped fangs. Unlike many, she maintained a vaguely feminine, humanoid figure, but her curves were armored and scaled, her features knife-sharp and her eyes gleamed blood red. A spike-tipped tail lashed behind her as glorious wings opened behind and she took off with a running start, circling above like a fallen angel. She was all danger, all aerial murder waiting to happen, and he’d never been so damn hot for her.

Utterly. Magnificent.

Lust fought with his desire for vengeance, and he tamped it down, allowing his thirst for bloodshed to swamp him. Overhead, Ro led the charge, flying low enough that the troops didn’t lose sight of her. The Golgoth tore through the barricades and a huge, hulking warrior with green leathery skin—likely would’ve been an Elite in the upper tiers—charged through the door like a one-Gol wrecking crew. Then there was only the dark stairwell leading endlessly up.

All access to the lifts had been shut down, but these were old passages, impossible to stop them up, though they should expect traps, ambushes, and resistance, the closer they got to the upper tiers. The bottleneck worked in their favor, as the enemy wouldn’t have as many bodies, since Tycho had dispatched the bulk of his forces outside Golgerra and others were fighting Prince Alastor outside the mountain fortress.

Slay loped forward, wanting to be on the front lines, and Ro landed beside him. She couldn’t fly in such close quarters, and it seemed to hurt her to curl her wings so close to her body. Her feet weren’t shaped for ground travel either; they were arched like a bird’s, and he formed a buffer with his body, shielding her from those rushing behind. She cast him a grateful glance as they climbed.

I’m here for you. Always.

It was hard to say how long they ascended in darkness with only chemical lights to guide them. As predicted, there were traps—tripwires and pressure plates wired to blow—but Slay sniffed them out, and Ro retained enough manual dexterity in her shifted form to disarm them, likely training she’d received as part of Prince Alastor’s squadron. It would be better if she could shift back for this march, but that would burn energy she couldn’t spare.

They hit the first checkpoint sooner than Slay anticipated. On the landing after Ro disarmed a poison gas trap, they found four soldiers, all with radios intended for sounding the alarm. He took out the first with a silent leap and Ro slashed through the throat of another using her tail while simultaneously disemboweling another with her claws. Slay used a paw to knock the communicator out of the last one’s hands, and the green rhino demon who had broken the door stomped the final guard and stepped on his skull for good measure.

Blood has been spilled beyond the undercity. At last, the revolution has truly begun.
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Soon Rowena decided that the major battle awaited them beyond the massive doors that blocked the way to Golgerra proper.

Along with the traps, they only encountered two more checkpoints on the long climb, manned by a few sentries. At each stage, they prevented the guards from contacting their comrades, so the silence must be unnerving those waiting for news in the upper tiers. Perhaps Alastor had already breached the city’s defenses and they’d find friends waiting instead of enemies. Ro didn’t let herself consider the alternative—that the tyrant had slaughtered those trying to liberate allied forces.

Mostly, the march was long, tedious, and tiring. Her changed feet were not formed for ground movement, so eventually, she shifted back, despite knowing there was a cost. But it served no one if she injured her feet before the final battle. Others followed her example, opting to free more space and save their energy for the coming confrontation. Slay prowled ahead, a dark and silent shadow, scouting for danger, and he circled back, pawing Rowena’s leg to alert them to the third checkpoint.

“Is it close?” she whispered. “Once for yes, twice for no.”

He tapped the ground a single time. If he was frustrated at being limited to such basic communication, he didn’t show it. She thought for a moment, then asked, “Would you like to take a strike team? A few will be more effective than the whole group in close quarters.”

Another solitary paw strike.

She inspected the troops and chose two of the smaller Gols, ones who looked like they ought to be able move quietly, though certainly not as stealthily as Slay. When Ro explained the mission, they both assented in base Gol and she translated for Slay’s benefit. To the volunteers, she added, “Attack when Slay does. Don’t let the enemy call out.”

Understood, the first one said in base Gol.

“We’ll hold here until you tell us the path is clear,” she said.

Slay snarled something she couldn’t understand, then the black jaguar led the way with the other two following, She wished she could go with them, but someone had to stay and keep the troops calm. Chantisse would be doing the same at the center of the group. Hettie had charge of the rearguard, tasked with protecting the most vulnerable. Rowena let out a breath and turned to face the rest, a collective blur in the dim light, a sea of shifting bodies that smelled of sweat and fear and blood.

“Do we truly have a chance?” Maksim asked.

“We’re almost there,” she answered firmly. “There’s no room for doubt or hesitation.”

Still, it felt like Rowena didn’t breathe freely until those three returned. One held a radio, tuned to the frequency used by the guards. So far, nothing had been broadcast, but it was worth keeping in case some emergency message went out to all personnel.

“Did it go well?” she asked.

Slay couldn’t answer, but the slender, red Gol with double rows of needle-like teeth could, albeit in base Gol. Four clean kills. From the sound of his voice, battle lust was setting in, another complication that would need to be addressed. She smelled the seductive spice of it, and those powerful pheromones wafted from those who’d fought at various checkpoints. Previously, the damage to Rowena’s psyche had shielded her; she’d felt stirrings as they fought toward Hallowell, but nothing so powerful that she couldn’t resist. Even when she was surrounded by the grunts and moans of men unleashing their sexual fury on each other after a bloody clash, she ignored those mild, inchoate urges. Now, however, her desire had a target, and she ached for Slay in a way she’d never experienced, a fiery blaze of yearning that must be sparking in the air, driving others deeper into the battle lust.

Rowena took a breath. “Stay calm. I know this feeling is unfamiliar to most of you, but do your best to rein it in. After we take Golgerra, there will be time to…celebrate.”

What she meant was ‘fuck like wild things’ but that didn’t seem like the right verbiage. A chorus of assents in base Gol followed, and she gestured at Slay. “Lead on.”

He snarled and rubbed against her thigh, his long body vibrating. He’s feeling it too. Her experience with and knowledge of the Animari was limited, and she hoped Slay could resist constantly breathing in the chemical aphrodisiac created by Golgoth battle lust. Gently, she stroked the top of his head. He permitted that, then stalked off, disappearing with a quickness. Doubtless it was better for him to put some distance between them.

She counted to a hundred before signaling to resume the ascent. By now, water must be rushing through the undercity, flooding homes and destroying food supplies. There could be no retreat, only a desperate push forward, all the way past the doors that had been forever barred to prisoners. When resistance soldiers stood in Golgerra proper for the first time, that feat would herald the dawn of a new age.

As they approached the final checkpoint, even the atmosphere changed. A fresh breeze drifted past the edges of the doors, benefits of better ventilation and air drawn in from the outside. All around she heard her compatriots pulling in delighted breaths, astonished at how much better it was already. They would be overwhelmed with bliss the first time they left Golgerra and stood freely beneath the open sky. To her fellows, the sun, moon, and stars were the stuff of children’s stories.

There’s so much to learn and experience.

Even Rowena had barely scratched the surface, as her pledge to fight for Prince Alastor had kept her from indulging all her curiosity or seeing the sights freely as she would’ve liked in Hallowell. After Ded was injured, it had fallen to her to maintain order among the Exiles, raise morale, and encourage the younger ones to keep the faith, even when the odds seemed improbable, nigh on insurmountable.

Yet here I am, ready to tackle the impossible once more.

Her back ached, and so did her calves. A while ago, she’d lost track of time. There had been no opportunity to gather supplies, so her throat burned with dryness, and her tongue felt swollen. Probably the weakest among them were faltering, and she wished she could dig deep to find the perfect words to keep everyone moving. Yet nothing came to mind as she pressed forward, putting one foot after another.

It felt like she’d been at war for her entire life, even before she joined the Exiles and promised to fight for Prince Alastor. Her mind wandered as she walked, questioning if Ded had recovered and how many of their original group had survived the Battle of Hallowell. The curiosity diverted her mind from straying down darker alleys, where fear and dread laid in wait with heavy cudgels, capable of beating the optimism out of her.

“We’re close,” Maksim said.

Slay answered with a low growl that she took for assent. He circled back and nudged her knees, a move that made her stumble forward. Rowena took that to mean he wanted her with him for the last stage. She shifted since it wasn’t far, luxuriating in the slow spread of her wings. They gave her distance behind, and she turned to offer some final instructions in base Gol. The few Animari among them wouldn’t understand, but they didn’t need to either.

Give us to a count of two hundred and then come up. I need our heaviest and strongest up front to break the doors, as you did the ones below. Understood?

I have the count, the rhino shock trooper called back. And I’ll be first on the doors.

What’s your name? Ro asked.

Valoran, the shock trooper replied. Remember it if I fall today.

There was no way to predict what awaited them on the other side. She inhaled, savoring the smell of air untainted by stagnation, and then she followed Slay, who moved like a shadow, light and lithe even on stone steps. Her own movements were louder, as she couldn’t entirely conceal the tap of her hind talons. Walking strained her calves, but there was no space to fly.

Soon, though.

It no longer mattered if the enemy reported back; the tyrant’s Elite wouldn’t have time to mount a proper defense in the time it would take the resistance to break the doors.

As Slay leapt at the first enemy, Rowena took out another, screeching so that her battle cry echoed off the walls. The rest tried to run.

They failed.

It was hell on earth for Slay to keep the jaguar contained.

The big cat wanted to lash out at all Gols indiscriminately, but he snapped his teeth and held the fraying threads that kept his mind sharp, fully focused on the mission. Bodies surrounded him, the last sentries to die, and the sharp, coppery scent of blood, underscored with earthy tones, bubbled out of ragged wounds. Soon, that would stop, congealing in puddles on the cold stone. He paced while Rowena made room for the Gol door breakers.

Slay didn’t remember much about his descent into the undercity. Maybe he’d passed through here before, but he’d been weak and starved, tortured past his body’s ability to heal. Everything was dim and patchy—simply different shades of pain and suffering broken up by long stretches in the box—until the day he met Ro. Then their time together gleamed like gold, every moment clear as a bell.

He couldn’t understand a word the Gols were saying. To him it was noise, but he trusted that Rowena would keep the war effort on track, so he padded away, giving the vanguard room to work. They lined up three strong and ran at the doors with full force. The first hit cracked the heavy wood, but it sounded like there were metal fortifications on the other side. Without flagging, the door breakers charged again and again, each time making the barrier wobble a little more. The resistance had no explosives, no heavy weapons, only brute force and determination. When three of the biggest couldn’t shatter the blockade, two more stepped up.

Four more charges.

Five.

On the sixth strike, a sharp crack and pop sounded, then the massive gates tumbled forward, wood and metal fissuring wide. The resistance pushed past the breach with Slay near the front. He was faster and more agile than most, able to dart through the gaps until he made it past the door breakers leading the charge.

A minimal force awaited them, no more than thirty. Even so, they were Elites, and the battle began in earnest. Slay tore into them with a fury that he’d corralled for too long. He lashed out with teeth and claws, tearing hamstrings and crippling where he could. Most Animari couldn’t penetrate armored Golgoth hide in their changed forms, but he had a bite powerful enough to clamp down and break through scale and bone.

Slay gloried in his own unleashed ferocity, giving no quarter and asking none. His mouth filled with blood as the air rang with the guttural cries of the enemy. More and more resistance fighters broke from the open wound that had been their prison, even knocking stones loose from the mortar in their fierce charge. Rowena was a dark blur overhead, diving to assist those that were struggling. If he let himself, he could get lost in the beauty of her circling strikes. Often she carried a target with her, soaring high only to release them and let gravity smash them into bloody pulp. Since he didn’t need to worry about her safety, he fought like a devil from the depths of hell, determined to inflict twice as much pain as he’d received from his captors.

Chunks of meat tore free as he ripped into his next target, and he relished each agonized groan. This is for taking me. This is for torturing me. It mattered not at all that these weren’t the same Gols who’d snatched him up outside Ash Valley. Slay took this one down, then another, vicious as only a cat could be. In the fray he took glancing wounds, ripped through dense layers of fur and muscle but his accelerated healing soon mended the damage.

He fell into the violence like a bottomless pool and swam until there was only pain and savagery, the churning wildness of his heart and the burn of his lungs as he raced here and there. Today, Slay lived up to his name.

In the aftermath, he stood amid the bloody carnage. The resistance lost some, but more were still stumbling out from the broken doors, ready to fill out the ranks of Chantisse’s army.

It wasn’t good that he felt so exhausted already, as they’d barely begun to fight. To save energy, Slay slid back into human form, a naked man crouched on his hands and knees, liberally smeared with the blood of his foes. Others followed his lead. They needed to conserve the strength they’d mustered. Rowena landed beside him and resumed the form he knew best.

Her fair hair was slicked red, and her skin showed crimson spatters from head to toe. Yet she planted her feet firmly and called out, “Find provisions. Food. Clothing. We’ll hold here until everyone emerges from the undercity. Nobody will be left behind.”

Chantisse arrived in the next wave, too valuable to risk in the first assault. She commenced giving orders and soon a makeshift camp sprang up. Though they hadn’t yet reached the heart of Golgerra, they were one step closer. Slay took stock of his surroundings for the first time. Golgerra had made no impression on him before, but now he could admit that it was a staggering architectural achievement with towering spires and lights glowing above like tiny miniature suns. The city-within-the-mountain seemed to him like a place out of a child’s storybook, where magic might be real and dragons might lurk in dark and secret lairs.

Ro paused beside him, leaning against his side with a weary breath as she followed his gaze to the dizzying heights of an impossible ceiling. “It’s magnificent, isn’t it? Sometimes when the tyrant summoned me, I tried to memorize everything so I could share the beauty secondhand with those who might never get to see it with their own eyes.”

Wrapping his arm around her shoulders, Slay said, “How much did you remember?”

“Not enough,” she answered quietly.

“It shouldn’t be this lovely,” Maksim said then.

Slay hadn’t noticed the cook standing nearby, but when the man spoke, his voice trembled. Maksim’s eyes glittered with tears as he took in the resplendence his own hard labor had paid for, a magnificence he had never been invited to share. Nor would his children ever have set foot here either, if not for the resistance. With her customary kindness, Ro reached out and squeezed Maksim’s shoulder in comfort, receiving a grateful glance in return. Slay loved that about her; no matter how tired she was, she always had the heart to help someone else.

“We’ve taken this ground,” Chantisse called. “Now we must hold it. And when we’re strong enough, we’ll push deeper into the city. They will likely send forces against us. We shall meet them with unfaltering will and deadly force. No surrender! No quarter!”

“No surrender,” the rebels shouted. “No quarter!”

Just then the radio crackled to life. It was the first time the thing had activated and Slay didn’t know if the thickness of the walls had blocked the signal or if none of the guards had been broadcasting until this moment. All the voices fell silent.

“We have breach! All hands to the exterior gates. Prince Alastor’s forces will be inside the city soon. Repeat, all soldiers to the front!”

Rowena let out a giddy scream and hugged Slay so hard that his neck popped. “Did you hear that? He’s come for us. He didn’t forget his promise!”

Chantisse inclined her head in regal fashion. “I heard. We’ll pause here to rest, then continue the push. Those bastards will be so busy fighting him that they’ll never see us coming from behind. And we’ll destroy them in the middle.”

Slay wasn’t a strategist, but even he could predict the conclusion.
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The break that Chantisse had promised didn’t pan out.

Just as people stopped streaming out from the undercity—with some inevitably lost to rising flood waters or trampled underfoot by those infected with panicked urgency—another wave of Elites appeared on the edge of the lowest tier, blocking progress to Golgerra proper. Fifty this time, more than they’d fought in the first battle, but the resistance had more bodies now too. Most were tired and full of uncertainty, but Rowena didn’t let that feeling take root.

She spotted Lucan at the head of the phalanx and raised her voice to carry. “Look, it’s a coward and a traitor, come to pay the price for his crimes!”

Then she shifted on what might well be her last burst of energy. All around her, the rest of the resistance followed suit. Those who couldn’t muster the strength made room, allowing the rest to fight in their stead. Slay launched himself into jaguar form and then wove through the crowd as Rowena took flight. He went after Lucan immediately, but he had to fight his way through the honor guard that the treacherous asshole had acquired.

Rowena watched for her opportunity, but the Elites kept Lucan well-guarded, so she settled for picking off enemies on the fringes. She didn’t waste time or energy on ground fighting; it made sense to play to her strengths and she’d always been known for aerial assaults. She loved getting altitude, then swooping down like a raptor, wings lazily flapping to guide her glide. Fast as lightning, she struck, sinking her back talons into the soft underbelly of an opponent Valoran had knocked down. Then she carried the Elite, up, up, up, and while he twisted and screeched his rage, unable to wound her in turn.

Near the top of the arched bowl of the ceiling, anger turned to terror, and the pleading began. They always reacted like this when they realized she could destroy them easily by letting go. Please don’t kill me, the Elite begged. I have a family. The tyrant would’ve executed them if I hadn’t followed orders. I was only following orders!

Only following orders, she repeated in a snarl. That’s no excuse! We have families too, families that you abuse and step on without a second thought. My mother died as a prisoner without ever seeing the sun again. She wasn’t even Golgoth. They took her from Kelnora on a raid and never let her go. Don’t ask for mercy, you sickening scum.

Before the Elite could reply, she opened her claws. He plummeted like a stone, screaming the whole way, and she dove to witness the splatter he made. She took out two more with his weight, collateral damage from dropping ballast. Others reacted to the carnage, offering openings for her fellow rebels to finish off. The resistance might not have many veteran warriors, but they had numbers and the shock prods they’d used to keep prisoners docile had little effect on enraged Gols in their changed forms.

Lucan shouted orders in base Gol but the Elite soldiers didn’t listen. They were already surrounded and it was impossible to take the offensive when they had been pushed to defensive posture. The resistance might lose some numbers, but they wouldn’t fall today. Desperation and determination fueled every attack, compensating for skill and strategy. Generations of fury unleashed on their tormentors, and Rowena gloried in it. She gave air support, drawing off attackers when a fight looked to be going poorly for one of her own.

In quick succession, she killed five more targets, deploying her usual strategy. Slay was relentless, a murder machine with fangs and claws. Sometimes she paused to watch his graceful strikes, the fearless way he launched himself at larger foes. Unerringly he found weak points in their armored skin, biting until the soft points streamed with blood. The din of battle rang out, fainter from her higher vantage. Ro swooped off on a recon run to ascertain that reinforcements weren’t incoming, but she didn’t dare go too far.

She flew over Golgerra proper, taking in the subtle signs of neglect: broken spires, chipped stones in the piazza, statues crumbling from the top. The civilian populace appeared to be in hiding, as she caught sight of only a few citizens scurrying from house to house, likely doing their best to escape the conflict. The average person wanted to avoid the blast radius when the power struggle exploded. She didn’t forgive their inaction, but those who had something to safeguard—whether that was wealth or status—usually chose to protect the status quo.

Wistfully, she cast a glance in the opposite direction. While she’d love to scout all the way to the entrance of Golgerra, it would be ill-advised to venture that far from the rest of the group. On confirming that Lucan’s unit seemed to be cut off from the rest of the tyrant’s Elites, she circled back, the raucous clamor of dying Gols filling the air along with the stink of bloodshed and evacuated bowels. From this height, she caught only whiffs of it. For Slay, on the ground, it must be unbearable.

Less than half the Elites remained when Ro rejoined the fight. Lucan was pointlessly screaming abuse at his own troops: Fight, you worthless sacks of shit! I can’t believe you’re losing to this rabble. They’re nothing! You’re Golgerra’s Elite!

Some part of her heart ached over how her former friend had turned out, but she refused to allow any guilt to stir. Lucan made his own choices. I owe him nothing, not now, not ever.

The scene on the ground was chaotic with weaker prisoners trying to avoid being torn apart by enraged Elites seeking softer targets. She spotted Nolen and Kani in the scrum, both unchanged. Fearless if doomed, Nolen stepped in front of his younger sister like he could protect her with his spindly arms alone. Ro dove, snatching the enemy who was about to stomp on Kani like she was nothing. With great glee, she carried this would-be child murderer aloft and released him above the rest of the melee. It didn’t kill everyone in the drop zone but Slay raced into the opening she created and finished what she’d started with reckless skill. Kill after kill, he put them out of their misery, and she called out to him, praising his power and beauty, though he couldn’t understand her. Still, he glanced up at the sound of her voice and raised his own in turn, offering a loud, sawing call, one that echoed with triumph.

Nolen took the opportunity to pull Kani away from the fray, and Rowena relaxed a little. Now she could focus on fighting. She spotted Valoran wreaking havoc alongside Maksim in his changed form. Only a handful of enemies left, and Chantisse killed one personally as Rowena landed on the bloody stone. The resistance leader had been hanging back, for if she was lost, it would damage the rebellion irreparably. Others could fight but none could match her insight, her strategic instincts, or her ability to inspire those who followed her. Lucan lunged in her direction, but Rowena blocked his path.

His last two Elites died at Maksim and Valoran’s hands, leaving him alone among the bodies of the fallen. Though there had been losses on both sides, the Elites had been obliterated, and the resistance still had forces left to continue pushing forward.

There’s no doubt. We’re winning.

Slay shifted back as Rowena forced Lucan to his knees.

He wanted to be able to communicate with Lucan in the last moments of this asshole’s life. Slay tore a makeshift robe from the pennant one of the Elites had been carrying and wrapped it around his waist. Better to have this conversation without dangling his junk in the enemy’s face. Since Lucan would absolutely kneel and beg forgiveness from Ro before he died, that was a natural precaution.

Multiple resistance soldiers held Lucan down. If they recognized him as once being one of their own, none of them gave any sign. At some point, Lucan had shifted from his armored form, and he was naked, uniform in tatters on the floor. Maksim was there, as were Kani and Nolen. Hettie too came forward to lodge a kick in the traitor’s side. Kneeling among the congealed blood of the fallen, surrounded by corpses, Lucan looked pathetic as fuck, a fitting end for the asshole who’d nearly gotten Rowena killed by betraying her to Tycho Vega, not once, but fucking twice. First when he reported on the initial rebellion, and again when she was captured.

“Any last words?” Slay asked in a mocking tone.

But Lucan’s defiance must have faded when the last of his battalion died around him. The traitor kept his gaze fixed on the red smears on the gray stone floor, silent as he never had been before. Maybe the truth was striking home like an arrow fired from a great distance, and Lucan could feel the barbed tip settling deep into his bones, poison flowing into the wound. Nothing would sting worse than knowing he’d chosen the wrong side, all because he wanted Ro and thought he was entitled to her due to his twisted, covetous desire.

Just because you want someone to love you, it doesn’t mean they will.

“Get it over with,” Lucan snapped, though his tone wasn’t as commanding as it had been, even a short time ago.

“You’re in no position to make demands,” Chantisse said in the iciest tone Slay had heard from the resistance leader.

In three strides, Ro slid out of her flying angel-demon form and settled in front of Lucan, not nudging Chantisse or Slay aside, but he stepped off anyway. Rowena had a more personal stake in this issue. Chantisse gave Ro a long look, then nodded and gave her some room, tacit permission for Ro to handle Lucan however she saw fit. The rest of the resistance forces fell quiet, exhausted and bloodied, but certainly not broken.

Rowena grabbed Lucan’s chin in a punishing grip, twisting his neck so he had no choice but to face her. Face what he’d done. “You have two choices. We may be able to extract some useful information from you, and if you offer it freely, I’ll make your end quick in honor of the boy you used to be. If you refuse to cooperate, the agony of your death will be told for five generations. Your fate will become a cautionary tale to potential traitors everywhere.”

Lucan let out a breath, visibly trying to steady his fraying nerves. With great effort, Slay resisted the desire to knock the soul out of his body. If he makes a move, I snap his neck. His entire body burned with wrath over how this asshole had taken such pleasure in taunting Ro, threatening her with Tycho Vega, who had hurt her more than the worst sinner should suffer.

Vega is next.

Then Lucan tore his face from Ro’s grasp, practically snarling with defiance. “Do you think this is over? The moment His Magnificence crushes his brother’s paltry forces, your mob will be utterly demolished.”

“Paltry?” Rowena laughed. “The numbers who are marching against Golgerra were impressive even before I was taken. Didn’t you hear that the bulk of the tyrant’s army pledged to his brother on the strength of his charisma and integrity? I suppose you’d have a hard time believing that, however, since you pledged to our greatest enemy for your own gain.”

“I did what I had to,” Lucan snapped.

He spat at Rowena and Slay backhanded him. It was a reflex; he couldn’t have stopped it. The asshole tumbled sideways, his skull slamming into the ground. Other resistance warriors hauled him upright, ignoring the blood trickling from his head. Hettie snarled a curse, and someone held her back, Kani and Nolen, maybe.

Then Chantisse spoke, her tone low and grave. “No, you did what you wanted to. You didn’t care about the rest of us, only about getting out. You chose to work within a corrupt system for your own selfish gains.”

A chorus of assents roared from the crowd. If Slay could read a room, the resistance was a couple of minutes from pulling Lucan limb from limb. Not that he cared. Sometimes violence was the answer. Chantisse had been dead right when she’d said, when freedom is not given, it must be taken. Lucan might not be the worst of Tycho’s commanders in terms of damage done, but to Slay’s mind, he was especially wretched because he’d risen from the undercity and turned on those who cared about him.

Ro made a point of stepping away from the glob of bloody spittle that Lucan had aimed in her direction. Her expression was calm and regal when she said, almost conversationally, “Maksim, did you bring the poison?”

The head cook joined the group, seeming to have some idea where she was going with the question because he wore a truly diabolical grin. Slay didn’t, but he was ready to enjoy the show. Lucan glanced between Maksim and Ro with a furrowed brow.

“I did,” the man answered. “Would’ve been a waste otherwise, as we had plenty left from when we laced the guards’ food.”

“It’s quick, isn’t it? With a strong dose.”

“That it is,” Maksim agreed.

Ro moved closer to Lucan, lowering her voice to false intimacy. “But it doesn’t have to be fast. If we steep a mushroom tea and inject you with it, the pain will be excruciating.”

Maksim nodded, his face wreathed in a smile that belied the gruesome discussion. “Screaming purplecap sickness is dreadful if it’s drawn out. The poison lingers in the soft tissues and denies the body necessary nutrition. Mushrooms are consumers, you know, and in some cases, fungal spores grow in the blood, slowly destroying you from the inside out.

“First, you’d notice lethargy and nausea. Your skin will become jaundiced, and you’ll develop diarrhea but by that point, you’ll be too weak to use hygiene facilities on your own. At the end, you’ll plead for death as you vomit blood as your organs shut down.”

“No!” Genuine terror colored Lucan’s voice, and he lost all his remaining bravado. “Not that. I’ll tell you what I know.”

Under expert questioning split between Chantisse and Rowena, the commander spilled the truth about Tycho’s remaining troops: their numbers, where they were last positioned, every single detail. Lucan couldn’t get his breath to talk fast enough and Slay smirked over how fucking easy it had been to break him.

At last, Ro glanced at Slay, raising a pale brow in inquiry “I believe he’s given us everything. You want to do the honors?”

Vicious satisfaction rolled through him. “Thought you’d never ask.”

With great relish, Slay broke that bastard’s neck, a quick death, as promised.
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As the resistance pushed into Golgerra, timid citizens left supplies—food and clothing—outside their homes, then scurried back inside and barred the doors.

Ro suspected the noncombatants were trying to avoid being penalized for not taking part in the conflict, but the provisions helped nonetheless. They paused in the deserted marketplace and washed from the spigot the vendors used. The wonder on Kani’s face both moved and infuriated Rowena. There was so much that those who’d always lived below couldn’t even imagine, conveniences and marvels that they should’ve had access to all along.

Rinsing off the blood of their enemies and getting dressed in clothing left in tribute made everything feel more…real somehow. They weren’t a desperate band of refugees, but people who would carve out space for themselves in this world. Ro straightened her shoulders and stood a little taller, noticing that same pride in the posture of all the resistance soldiers. Kani and Nolen handled the garments they’d been given with reverence, as the fabric was much better quality than anything they’d received in the undercity. Down there, people only encountered the loose tunic and trousers made for prisoners or guard uniforms. Well, except for the clothing they sewed in the workshops but were never allowed to wear.

“Stay focused!” Chantisse called. “There will be time to explore once we’ve deposed the tyrant. Until then, rest and eat. We’ve come so far. Don’t lose sight of our objective now.”

That was addressed to a few soldiers ranging toward the stairs that led to the residential tiers. It wouldn’t do for their force to be split and picked off by Elite ambushes. Chastened, the troops rushed back and everyone settled for a makeshift meal. Slay sat beside Rowena, quiet but watchful. She didn’t entirely trust Lucan’s intel, even if he had seemed terrified of being injected with poisonous mushroom tea.

Now he’s just…dead.

That part didn’t seem entirely real to her. There could be no redemption for her former friend. Certainly, he’d chosen his side and made it clear that he didn’t care about those he’d left behind. Only bitterness lurked in his heart at the end, and now…nothing. Historians never wrote about this aspect of war—about how sometimes all choices felt wrong and even afterward the dying stopped, there was no glory, just finality. Grimly, Ro shuttered those thoughts. There would be time for sorrow and grief later, once they finished this fight.

After the break, they marched on Vega Rising. The streets were mostly deserted; civilians preferred not to face the wrath of the resistance, it seemed, and the tyrant’s forces were occupied keeping Prince Alastor at bay. Or so Rowena thought—until she shifted and took wing. Elation surged through her as she registered the scene. Three tiers up, the last of Tycho’s forces faced the collective might of Prince Alastor’s army. Even before the resistance joined the battle, the hated despot was outnumbered and beyond all hope. With the sharp eyes of a predatory bird, she recognized Prince Alastor, Dedrick, and Dr. Halek, accompanied by several Elites she couldn’t identify. Close at hand, stood one of the tyrant’s most competent officers, a scarred and massive warrior named Chadri. Rowena had encountered the woman more than once when the despot summoned her for his twisted games. But Chadri must have sworn to Alastor when so many changed loyalties outside Hallowell.

Ro circled overhead, once, twice, confirming what she’d witnessed, then she looped back, landing lightly at the head of the procession. Slay had her clothes, but she didn’t bother getting dressed, relaying the information with breathless excitement. Word spread quickly among the ranks, whispers given ear to ear, and a ragged cheer went up from the exhausted resistance fighters. If Rowena was this relieved, she could only imagine how the others felt. They’d been in captivity much longer, had less strength in reserve, so many probably had been marching on fury and determination alone.

Chantisse closed her eyes briefly, whispering a nearly inaudible litany of thanks. “I feared we’d do this alone, but the exiled prince kept his promise. How unlike a Vega.”

“He’s nothing like his brother,” Rowena said.

With a nod of acknowledgement, Chantisse raised her voice. “Gather your resolve and let’s move. The tyrant dies today!”

The tyrant dies today! That sentence became a marching song, energizing everyone. Their footfalls on stone rang out boldly, keeping cadence to the chant. Rowena got dressed quickly and joined the army toward the rear, moving with Kani and Nolen. Slay stayed close, guarding their backs in jaguar form. She didn’t think there were any enemy forces left on this side of the city, but better to be safe than sorry.

The tiers were empty as they marched, desolate as the frozen plains Ro had passed through from Ash Valley to Hallowell. There was no snow here, but her heart thundered in her chest, as each step drew her closer to the final confrontation with her greatest enemy. She walked instead of flew to conserve her energy; if it became necessary, she should have reserves left to shift once more and she planned to make it count.

There were no bells up here, marking time, so Ro had no idea how long it took for them to reach Vega Rising. Outside the palace, the once-pristine piazza outside swarmed with allied forces, and she smiled when Dedrick shouted her name. The big bodyguard shoved through the crowd to get to her with Prince Alastor close behind. They both hugged her without thinking, and she tried not to recoil. But the jaguar standing at her thigh snarled and swiped with a claw, making the other two dart backward.

“You’ve acquired a companion,” Prince Alastor observed with a wry smile. “Not a friendly one, it seems.”

Though she was beyond overjoyed to see her old friends again, she still didn’t enjoy being touched by anyone but Slay. In his usual fashion, he saved her from having to articulate that reluctance. Instead, she ran a hand down the black jaguar’s back. “He’s protective. We’ve been through a lot together.”

Prince Alastor closed his eyes briefly. “I should imagine. I’m so relieved to find you whole. I wanted to—”

“I know,” she cut in. “But I’m pleased more prudent voices prevailed.”

Dedrick grinned. “Let me tell you, it wasn’t easy getting him to see sense. We all took turns sitting on him and promising him we’d set you free as soon as possible.”

“But you didn’t need rescuing at all,” Prince Alastor said. “Instead, it seems you’re leading an army of your own. When all of this is over, I’ll be fascinated to hear all the details, but for now…” He cast a speaking glance at Chantisse and Hettie, standing just beyond her shoulder, waiting for introductions.

“Understood. This is Chantisse, leader of the resistance. Hettie is her second. Slay and I have been acting as field officers.”

“Is that the missing lieutenant from Ash Valley?” For the first time, Prince Alastor demonstrated true astonishment, both brows shooting up.

Dr. Halek joined the group in time to hear the pronouncement and she crouched before the black jaguar, dark eyes softening. “So many people have been searching for you. Did you know Mags went all the way to Kelnora and back, following your trail through Eldritch lands? She never gave up searching, never relinquished hope that we’d find you.”

The big cat rubbed against Dr. Halek, letting out a low cry. He must be so happy to hear that. Tender sadness pierced Ro’s chest at the reminder that Slay had a home to return to and people who cherished him. He probably won’t stay when all this is over. The price seemed quite steep when she considered it properly.

I’ll gain my freedom and lose my love.

Slay should probably shift.

He knew that, but he couldn’t make himself do it. Sheyla Halek was the first familiar face he’d seen in gods knew how long, but he’d been living in this bubble, almost. Before and after. Though it should have, it never occurred to him that his new life would eventually cross paths with the old one. Hell, Sheyla would probably expect him to fucking go back to Ash Valley as soon they wrapped up in Golgerra and—

He didn’t know if he wanted to. Sure, there were obligations waiting for him and old memories, but most of it seemed like it had happened to someone else. And in all honesty, he didn’t like the person he’d been in Ash Valley. Didn’t like looking back on how he’d treated Pru. Yeah, he had excuses, rationalizations about not wanting to hurt his mom, but mostly his behavior added up to failure, failure and cowardice.

I don’t want to be that guy anymore.

Here, he’d fought for a cause with his whole heart, done something that mattered. So he didn’t shift. Anything he said as a cat, Sheyla would understand, even if nobody else did, but he didn’t volunteer any words. She let him be. Maybe she thought he was traumatized from living as a prisoner, the way Eamon had been, but most of Slay’s damage was self-inflicted.

Just then, Prince Alastor accepted a voice amplifier from one of his men. His words rang out, probably audible all over Golgerra. “It’s time to finish this, brother. There is no bolthole left for you. I’ve posted guards loyal to me at all potential exits. Face my challenge now, or your handful of loyal Elite will turn on you, rightfully naming you the craven you are, the craven you have always been.”

Damn. Those are fighting words.

Belatedly Slay realized he didn’t want to see the final confrontation play out as a cat. Quickly he shifted and put on the clothes Rowena was holding for him. Not long after that, the doors to the palace slowly opened, revealing at last the tyrant that the entire free world wanted to decapitate. Tycho Vega should have been a monster in visage, just as he was in spirit, but instead, he was a handsome man with gilded skin, flat green eyes, symmetrical features, and mane of golden hair. His rich, tailored clothing was a tad rumpled, not as much as Slay might’ve expected under the circumstances.

Vega measured his pace as he exited the palace surrounded by his honor guard, descending step by step like he was conveying some great distinction instead of marching to his doom. Maybe he couldn’t see the writing on the wall or he believed his own propaganda, that he was a fucking god, immortal and untouchable.

He’s about to learn otherwise.

Slay was already clocking the number of Elites left by Tycho’s side, and it would be an absolute massacre if the challenge angle didn’t work out. Between Prince Alastor’s people and the resistance fighters, this bastard had no chance, none at all. He’d spent all his resources and lost. In the end, he’d only wind up as a footnote to narcissism and failure.

“A personal challenge? From you?” The tyrant threw his head back and laughed, megalomaniacally unconcerned despite overwhelming evidence that he was living out the final moments of his pathetic existence.

Knowing this bastard had hurt Ro enough to leave her permanently skittish made Slay want to rush him—to choke the life out of Vega slowly and watch the light leave his eyes. But it wasn’t his place to snap this bastard’s neck. No, he had to contain his rage and let this play out. I’m an extra in this scene, not a key player. But he’d pay close attention, and if this asshole even glanced sideways at Rowena, Slay would be on him like a shark scenting blood in the water.

“Bravado,” said Prince Alastor in a glacial tone. “You never believed I could come this far. Consistently, for my entire life, you underestimated me. You also didn’t see the threat lurking within your own walls. Those you’ve harmed most grievously have risen against you. Look around at your mighty empire, brother. There’s nothing left.”

“I will start again,” Tycho snarled. “When I have disposed of you.”

For some reason, Prince Alastor smiled. “Did you forget? It is within my rights to choose a champion.”

“I volunteer.” Rowena’s voice rang out clear and true; she stepped forward then so there could be no doubting her intentions.

Slay’s heart leaped into his throat. Hell no, he didn’t want her to do this—there was no telling what harm might come to her and she couldn’t heal like an Animari either. With great effort, he choked back his instinctive protest. She wouldn’t thank him for interfering.

The tyrant made a scoffing sound. “I should have known you wouldn’t face me personally. You’re weak. Defective. Inferior stock, brother. That’s why Father said you weren’t even worth killing.”

Shit. Even Slay flinched from those words. The Vega family dynamics were deeply and profoundly fucked up.

“He’s a far better man than you,” Sheyla snapped. “And illness isn’t weakness.”

Prince Alastor quieted her with a gesture, addressing his brother in a grave tone. “That’s why you slew our siblings instead. Efren. Caia. Leander. So much blood on your hands. Do they whisper to you? It must be so difficult to sleep. I’d think their unhappy spirits must linger—”

“Shut up!” Tycho shouted, the first sign he’d given that he had a breaking point. Now his bottle-green gaze glinted with madness and cruelty.

Slay glanced at Rowena, checking on how she was taking this. But her face was serene and set, as if she’d passed beyond being moved by Vega’s outbursts. Some part of him was relieved, but also troubled; he hated that she needed such impenetrable defensive walls.

The madman turned to his few remaining followers. “Who will stand as my champion?”

Not a single voice spoke up. Instead, eyes swung away from Tycho Vega, gazing at the floor, into the crowd. Slay smothered a chuckle because this was just too fucking satisfying. Hell, not even his own people wanted to fight for this asshole anymore.

Vega slammed a fist into his palm. “Then I will dispatch the enemy myself and afterward, you’ll all suffer for your insolence and disloyalty.”

Does he really believe that? Or is it that he can’t cop to his own bullshit even at the end?

Soon, they cleared a space in the piazza with everyone present standing witness. Slay trusted Rowena—he did—she’d never start a fight she wasn’t sure she could win but fear still tightened his chest as she and Tycho shifted. He’d seen Ro change before, but Vega was monstrous, a dark golden beast like a creature of a storybook, a demon and a dragon combined, bipedal and horrific, with lashing tendrils streaming from his immense head.

On the ground, Ro wouldn’t fare well. But he should’ve believed in her, trusted that she had a plan. She went airborne instantly while Tycho cursed her in base Gol. At least, Slay guessed that was what the sounds meant. Ro feinted and dove, making Vega spin until he was dizzy with lashing out, and when he faltered, she struck, digging her rear claws in deep. And with her usual grace, she soared aloft, up, up, up, and when their struggling bodies became hard for Slay to see, she let Vega go. The tyrant plummeted, his body impaled on the spiked adornment that framed the piazza. Ro landed and shifted, stalking like an avenging fury toward her dying foe.

“Did you think I’d fight honorably?” she whispered as blood bubbled from Vega’s mouth, his breaths coming in desperate, wet gurgles. “Allow you a fair chance at victory?”

Slay suspected only the Animari among the crowd could hear her next words. “Why would I? When you’ve never displayed a shred of it. For what you did to me, you were mine to kill. Did you imagine I came back by coincidence? How would they have captured me if I hadn’t allowed it? I fight from the air.” Ro laughed with chill mockery. “I returned to destroy you, devil. And I hope the family you murdered is waiting for you on the other side.”

Utterly broken, the tyrant breathed his last.

And Golgerra rejoiced.
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For hours afterward, Golgerra was all riotous celebration.

Rowena hadn’t known that freedom would look so much like a drunken revel. But as people caroused, Prince Alastor’s people brought out more food and liquor and soon the piazza was overflowing with merrymakers. Ro looked for Slay in the crowd, but she found Alastor instead. The crowd parted naturally for the prince, part of his regal aura.

“I’m so sorry,” he said, low.

Rowena shook her head, not pretending to misunderstand his real regret. She smiled then. “I’m glad you didn’t risk your forces chasing me. Didn’t it strike you as strange that I would be captured when I have an aerial advantage on the battlefield?”

Prince Alastor froze, his expression arrested as he took her in with an assessing air. “Are you saying…you returned on purpose?”

“To work with the resistance. Ultimately, to defeat your brother. If I hadn’t landed, hadn’t let it happen, his forces couldn’t have taken me hostage.”

“You risked your life!” Prince Alastor roared. “I didn’t save you so you could—”

“It’s my life,” she cut in sharply. “To spend as I see fit. Or did you not mean it when you said that all of us would be free to choose? Am I now pledged to spend my days serving you, despite what you said before?”

Prince Alastor recoiled as if she’d slapped him, and Ro instantly felt remorseful. But she’d gotten so used to charting her own course that she couldn’t return to service. Not even for Prince Alastor, who had, admittedly, saved her from the executioner’s block. How much gratitude was enough? She’d suborned her will and followed his banner without flagging until they parted ways on the battlefield outside Hallowell.

“I meant it,” he said at last. “Once the soldiers blow off sufficient steam not to destroy Golgerra with their pent-up fury, I will announce the disbanding of the Exiles.” His mobile mouth twisted with sardonic amusement. “I have no need for an honor guard when you’ve slain my great enemy. But…why did you fight in my stead?”

“Because I couldn’t let you walk your brother’s path.” And he was mine to kill for what he did to me. That truth she would keep from Prince Alastor as a kindness. “It destroyed him, little by little. Your father was a monster, and he shaped Tycho in his image. He fed your brother bitterness and ambition, made him believe he had to devour his own family to survive. It may be hard to credit, but he wasn’t always like this.”

Yet Tycho Vega deserved no sympathy because he’d made his own choices after his father died. Perhaps he had been given a sword, encouraged to turn it on his siblings, but ultimately those decisions had been his own. Sometimes Ro remembered how he had been in the beginning, and she sometimes wondered if any of it had been real. Tycho had claimed it was, but he’d proved to be a serpent, and they couldn’t be trusted, venomous by nature. So much pain and sorrow—it would take years to rebuild and start anew.

“I am pleased that not all your recollections of him are hateful,” Prince Alastor said. “You have the advantage of me in that regard.”

“Even his favor carried a high price,” she replied.

And the prince seemed to understand that she wouldn’t say anything else on the subject, for he didn’t press for more details. She glanced over to the railing where Vega had fallen.

The tyrant’s body had been removed from the spikes, but the bloody stain lingered on the gray stone. Likewise, Golgerra bore the marks of tyranny, and recovery would be slow.

“Thank you for everything,” she said then.

Prince Alastor tilted his head, incisive as ever. “Why does this feel like farewell?”

Before Rowena could reply, Slay cut through the partygoers and took position at her side, edging forward slightly in a protective posture. Alastor seemed to find amusement in the exchange, but he only dipped a graceful bow and strode away, joining Chantisse who was hosting a forum instead of participating in the drunken celebration. Soon Sheyla slipped into the group, a silent, devoted companion to the prince.

“It’s over,” Slay said, opening his arms.

Rowena went to him without an instant’s hesitation, snuggling into his embrace. They both smelled of battle and could use a good wash, but she still luxuriated in the heat of his body against hers, a pleasure she would never take for granted because it had been so hard won. Because of the shape her past had taken, it would never be easy for her to get close to people. Often being touched plunged her neck deep in memories she’d rather forget, making her relive the pain and horror like it was brand new. Thankfully, Slay didn’t trigger that instinctive fear, and it was time she came to him fully, as she’d wanted all along.

Ro hadn’t wanted to begin whatever this was as a captive, as that might taint their relationship irreparably. There could be some chance that their attraction was born of despair or lack of other options, and she didn’t want to become a dreadful reminder of the darkest time in his life. Instead, she wanted this moment to be bright and beautiful, even if Slay chose to return to Ash Valley soon after.

Gathering all her courage, she wrapped her arms around his waist. “Should we visit the bathhouse?”

Slay nodded. “Afterward, we can get some rest. Chantisse and Alastor have allocated housing for the entire resistance.”

“The war left Golgerra half empty,” she said as Slay stepped back.

He didn’t let go of her entirely, however. Linking their fingers together, he towed her out of the throng, then hesitated. Ro smiled. While she’d visited Golgerra infrequently and never with freedom to explore, she knew where the bathhouse was. It lay on the other side of the city, past the hydroponic garden and the market. They always took her to wash before—

No. I will not allow that bastard to taint even this.

“This way,” she said softly.

“I hate being so ignorant.” He sounded bitter, and she glanced over her shoulder to read his expression.

“You’ve never been here.” Defending him was instinctive at this point, and it didn’t matter if he talked shit about himself; she’d still refute it.

The city quieted farther from the wild mob celebrating their hearts out. Rowena registered a dawning sense of wonder that she could simply choose to go have a bath. Though things had been better when she served Prince Alastor, her time still hadn’t been her own. For the first time in her life, she could determine her own fate.

The bathhouse was completely deserted, no attendants at all, but that was better for Rowena’s purposes. With Slay’s help, she kindled the lamps in a private bathing chamber, then she gathered a variety of bath supplies. Slay tested the water temperature, swirling his fingers in the clear stream.

“That feels amazing.” Eagerly, he stripped, diving into the oversized tub with an exuberant splash. He surfaced with the enthusiasm of a child, dashing the water from his eyes with a joyous gesture that she found equal measures artless and endearing.

She smiled at him teasingly. “Does it now?”

“How long do you plan to keep me waiting?” he asked, quirking a brow.

“Not long.”

Ro peeled off the loose trousers and tunic and flung herself into the water. Slay pulled her into his arms with only the water between them. Their skin was slippery slick, and he felt incredible. A frisson of pleasure raced through her, making her toes curl.

“I can’t wait to touch every last inch of you,” Slay said in a smoky voice.

Even in this light, Slay could see all of Rowena’s scars.

Pale lines. Silver ones.

Her whole body was a testament to resilience, and she had never been more beautiful than in this moment. She didn’t cower or try to cover herself either. When she gazed up at him, a smile on her lips and laughter in her eyes, he realized how far gone he was. Slay had never felt like this in his life, as if her beauty were made of knives, and that if she turned away from him for any reason, he might literally die of longing.

His chest felt tight as she lathered up a sponge and gently cleaned the blood from his skin. It tinged the water pink, carried away by the slow pull of the drains. The water in this tub was constantly circulating, ridiculously lavish. The veined stone reminded Slay of the bathhouse at home, only this one was even more ornate. He suspected it wasn’t normally used by regular people, probably by Golgerra nobility if anyone outside the Vega family held high ranks. Really, he didn’t give a damn about any of that. Hell, on a good day, he didn’t care about politics in Ash Valley either.

I never wanted to be Dom’s second.

That job had always felt like secondhand shoes, a pair handed down that didn’t fit and pinched his toes. Slay didn’t welcome all that weight on his shoulders, though he did like being needed in a more personal way. He drew in his breath sharply as Ro skimmed lower, teasing over his sides to his hips. His whole body sizzled with electricity beneath those hesitant, fluttering caresses. Her tender curiosity made it even hotter, until he was surprised that the water didn’t start boiling around them just from contact with his skin.

Ro took pride in her work, maddeningly thorough and she stilled his hands when he reached for her. She permitted hugs, but maybe it wasn’t easy for her to allow other intimacies yet. Rather than risk spoiling the moment, he acceded to her silent request and simply savored the feel of ministering to him. This level of care nearly undid him, his throat burning with sudden, inexplicable tears.

And she knew, reading his expression as easily someone else did a printed page. “Everything okay?” she asked with a worried look, pausing with sponge in hand.

“I’m just thankful.”

“For what?”

“You.”

She dropped the scrubber and raised up on her tiptoes to kiss him, a luscious open-mouthed tangle of lips and tongue. The heat went straight through him, and he struggled not to drag her close and bind her against him with both arms. It was delicious torture to kiss her and feel her entire naked body without holding her.

“You can,” she whispered.

“What?”

“Touch me.”

A shudder went through him at being given permission, but he still took it slowly, washing her back and shoulders, gently rinsing her hair and pulling it through his fingers. For him, a kiss had never felt like a full body experience before, as if all his atoms were straining toward her, a vicious yearning that gnawed at him until he could scarcely breathe. Slay broke the kiss, fearing that his intensity might frighten her, but she pulled his lips back to hers, digging her fingers into his shoulders. Slay moaned into her mouth, only seconds from losing control completely, but he might frighten her if he went too fast, and gods, if he ruined this as well—

Ruthlessly he shut that thought down and focused only on the sensations spiraling through him. On another level, he wanted to make sure it was good for Ro too, so he reined in his impulses—the ones whispering at him to claim her with ferocious passion. Then she scrambled his good intentions by climbing him, her thighs encircling his hips so that her pussy kissed his cock. His shaft jerked in helpless response, and she moved too, slowly circling her hips as she wrapped her arms around his neck, dual layers of maddening sensation pulsing through his body. Somehow the heated kisses, the warmth of her body, and the silky feel of the water streaming over him combined to leave him delirious with desire.

“I wanted our first time to be beautiful and unhurried, someplace private that belongs only to us,” he gasped. “But if we don’t stop, I’m afraid—”

“I don’t want to do it on the bathhouse floor either,” Ro cut in, laughing.

“Then…?”

“Let’s get out and find those accommodations you mentioned,” she suggested. “Can you manage a brief intermission?”

“I’ll think cooling thoughts.”

Even so, they could barely keep their hands off each other as they dried off with clean towels and put on the casual loungewear available to all bathhouse patrons. Hettie had told Slay where the housing lay in relation to the bathhouse, and Ro helped him navigate the unfamiliar maze. Slay always kept a hand on her as if she were quicksilver that might slip through his fingers at any moment. Rowena laughed, tugging lightly on his hand, hopefully as eager to finish what they’d started as he was.

Their assigned quarters had clearly been used as a barracks, before the tyrant emptied it and sent so many souls out to die in his fruitless war. They found a simple room that had probably been used by an officer. The walls were pale stone, no natural light, of course, but it was well lit by Golgerran standards. Plain furnishings occupied the space—desk, chair, comfortable bed, and a wardrobe built into the wall. Slay took all of that in at a glance, but afterward, he only had eyes for Rowena.

“I stayed in a room like this in Hallowell,” she said wistfully, closing the door behind her with a quiet snick. “It was the first time I had a bed of my own.”

I want to give her the world.

The longing in his heart terrified him a bit because the strength of it could rend him asunder. With wonder spilling through him, he kissed her cheeks, her brow, her chin, her nose. Everything about her delighted him. He’d never met anyone so indomitable. Before, he’d heard her standing up to Prince Alastor and the last of his doubts drifted away. He’d feared that she might not want to admit her secret love for the prince who’d saved her—that he might be second best in her eyes—but when she demanded to be released from service, he could detect no yearning, no hint of regret.

Slay considered promising her so many things in that moment, but the words didn’t come. Instead, he swept her up into his arms, because actions seldom failed him. With a delighted smile, she snuggled close and let him carry her to bed. He tumbled to the mattress with her, careful to let her land on top. Even with desire burning him up, he would do nothing to startle her. Half deranged with desire, he kissed Ro again and again, glorying in the feel of her skin. Her smell cut through him, tightening his whole body with need.

Truly, he had no fucking idea how he’d survived so long without her. “If I don’t make you mine, I might go mad,” he said hoarsely.

“Then what are you waiting for?” Rowena whispered.
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It’s finally happening. We’re in bed, and we’re naked.

Part of Rowena thought this must be a dream because she was languid with anticipation, not full of fear. Slay pressed up against her, tangibly aroused, and she ached. With daring hands, she teased between their bodies, relishing the agonized delight that seized his features when she wrapped her fingers around his cock.

He bit out a helpless curse, his hips bucking. She stroked him once, twice, until he pulled her hand away, panting. “Normally I don’t struggle like this. I’m usually in complete control.”

Rowena bit him gently. “Pardon me if I’m not interested in hearing how you’ve been with other partners.”

“Sorry,” he said with a flutter of thick lashes, as she nuzzled a path over the shoulder she’d bitten, kissing and licking his chest with avid hunger.

“How does that feel?”

“Like heavenly torment.”

Ro stifled a chuckle. Somehow he made her feel like a skilled temptress even though she must be fumbling. Wanting him more than her next breath, she rolled on top of him and paused to see if the old fear would sink teeth and talons into her, but there was only the sweet heat of desire. She devoured him with her eyes, drinking in the full beauty of her jaguar knight.

“Are you ready for me?” she asked.

“I’ve been ready for you my whole life.”

Half-closing her eyes, she took hold of his cock and steadied it, then sank down. Part of her was braced for pain because there had been so much of it before. Instead, it was a powerful pressure, bringing pleasure and connection. Rowena stilled, breathing through the first onslaught of sensation. The feel of him throbbing inside her—no words to describe it.

“You okay?” he asked, hands gentle on her hips.

“I’m amazing.”

“You are,” he agreed.

“This is my first time,” she said. “And you’re my first lover.”

He groaned over hearing that and raised his hips, pushing deeper with what seemed like helpless need. Then Slay muttered something, but she didn’t catch the words, and before long, her whole body blazed with too much sensation for her to wonder about it anymore. Soft words of encouragement burst from her too, incoherent pleas for faster and more, and soon, she was riding him like this was natural to her, easy as breathing. But so much hotter.

“Fuck yes,” she gasped.

“That’s the plan. Don’t stop. You feel so fucking good, Ro.”

“So do you.”

Part of her wanted to squeeze her eyes shut because the sensations were too much, too raw, too powerful, breaking over her like a wave that might drown her, but instead of shutting him out, Ro locked her gaze on his, seeing the awe and pleasure ratchet up for him each time she shifted. He pulsed inside her, his thighs tensing.

Slay let out a grunt, his body arching. “I’m so damn close, but I don’t want to get off without you.”

“Nearly there.” Normally she’d feel too shy to do this in front of him, but she was riding his cock, and she loved the way he licked his lips when she pressed two fingers delicately to her clit and worked in tight circles as she moved on him.

“That’s it, love. Take what you need.” His passionate praise offered the spark she needed, tinder to dry wood, and she clenched on him with a loud cry.

The orgasm made her whole body weak, and she thought he came too, but she fell into a tunnel of sparks, only returning to herself later, collapsed on top of him in a woozy pile. Slay was stroking her hair softly, wearing a blissful expression. If she could, she’d keep him like that twenty hours a day. Probably one of them would die of dehydration, though.

“Was that okay?” she asked.

He cuddled her close with profound tenderness. “I’ll pretend I need to answer that. It was beautiful and so are you.”

With a happy sigh, she rolled off him, startled by the gush of wetness. Her own arousal must make a huge difference because—

No, don’t think about that. It’s over. He can’t hurt you anymore. The body’s probably been burned by now.

“Will you think I’m a terrible asshole if I go to sleep?” Slay asked.

She laughed. “We just fought a revolution and had the best sex of our lives. I feel like we’re owed a little rest.”

“Best you say?” It was adorable how he preened.

“Definitely.”

Not that she had any basis for comparison; he was the first partner she’d chosen. Still, he ate up the compliment. Though he didn’t have a ton of feline mannerisms, she loved that he was a little vain, totally susceptible to being praised. If she stroked him right, she had no doubt he’d purr. Well, not in jaguar form, but that wasn’t the point.

“It’s hard for me to believe even now. I’m afraid I’ll wake up in Ash Valley and discover I dreamed you.”

“I’m touched that you would want to.” She rewarded that sweetness with a soft kiss.

“If you didn’t exist, I’d have to invent you,” Slay said in a serious tone. “Because you’re everything. I mean it, Ro.”

She tapped his sharp nose in mock reproof. “And you claim you’re not good with words. If you were any smoother, I’d slide off you and out of bed.”

Gently he tightened his arms around her and she felt safe, not constrained. His strength was incredible, awe-inspiring, even, but with her, he was always so gentle, so careful, enough to mist her eyes with tears. She blinked them back carefully, determined not to ruin this moment.

No darkness, no sadness. Not now.

The real world would intrude soon enough with problems to solve and questions to answer. A lot of work lay ahead, but for now, she would enjoy cuddling in her lover’s arms.

“Everything you say makes me feel good,” he admitted quietly. “I’ve always felt like…”

“What?”

“I can’t satisfy anyone who cares about me. I wasn’t ambitious enough to please my mother. She tried to get me to take Ash Valley from Dom, he was—used to be—my fucking best friend. And Ma was always whispering at me. ‘Step up, he’s not fit to rule anymore, he doesn’t want to lead the pride, so why hesitate?’ But…”

“You didn’t wish to lead and you didn’t want to betray your friend either.”

He sighed heavily, the breath stirring her still-damp hair. “But I even fucked up doing the right thing. I stayed at Ash Valley to keep an eye on my mother, she’d been plotting on my behalf. That’s why I sent Pru. And she thought… hell, I don’t even know why I’m still worrying about this. It doesn’t matter, right?”

Ro raised up on an elbow to cup his cheek as she gazed into his eyes. “It matters if it’s hurting you. I’ll listen to anything you have to say without judgment. But if you’d rather sleep than keep talking about something that bothers you, that’s okay too. Just know that I’m on your side, no matter what.”

“Even if I did fuck things up?”

“Especially then. Nobody’s perfect. Everyone makes mistakes and looks back with regret. The important thing is to learn where you went wrong and do better going forward.”

Slay closed his eyes, then pushed out a long breath, like he’d let go of something painful. “How do you always know what to say? It’s like you can reach inside me and put the fire out. I don’t even feel like a fuckup when I’m with you.”

That’s because I adore you. Unequivocally with every beat of my heart.

In the end, Slay talked a bit more about his past and mistakes he’d made, but at long last, the wound was clean.

All the bitterness and sorrow had seeped out of him and maybe his soul would heal over as his body had. Like Ro, he had scars. Like Ro, he was still here. He’d fight through hell itself to stay beside her, and it didn’t matter to him what anyone said or thought. He’d wrecked one relationship fretting over other people’s opinions.

Never again.

Slay drifted off with Rowena snuggled in his arms, and it must have been twelve hours before they stirred. He roused needing to piss in the worst way, and he had morning wood from having her sweet ass pressed up against him. With a muffled groan, he disentangled and found the shared lavatory farther down the hall. It was hellish uncomfortable to pee and took him ages to settle down. By the time he returned, Rowena was gone.

Frankly, he wished he could go back to bed to roll around with her a bit more, but they both had other shit to do. Complaining in a low growl, he put on his clothes and emerged into the alley that led to the main thoroughfare carved in the center of Golgerra. How anyone got used to living inside a mountain, he’d never fucking know.

The sooner I get out of here, the better. Problem was, he didn’t know if Ro would go with him. Maybe she’d want to stay and fix this shithole personally?

Fuck, I don’t want to live here. Don’t want to live without her either.

The idea of settling down in Ash Valley didn’t seem right either. Too many bad memories lurked there, starting with Dalena’s murder and ending with his own mother’s death. In between, he’d fucked things up with Pru and fought his best friend like a pissy little loser. When he thought about it, apart from Mags, maybe nobody else was even looking for him.

I should call Mags. Let her know I’m okay.

As he reached the piazza, he saw city sanitation workers busy scrubbing up all signs of violent insurrection. That had be Prince Alastor, already taking the helm from his royal pain in the ass brother. In addition to hauling bodies, janitorial personnel were also cleaning up all signs of last night’s wild party. There was no trash in the plaza, no food waste or vomit. Eerie how quickly such momentous events could be erased.

With a tinge of trepidation, he jogged up the steps toward Vega Rising. Ro hadn’t exaggerated when she said it was glorious, but the bloody history ingrained in the polished stones made it impossible for him to admire the architecture. If he had his way, he’d pull the whole place to pieces or turn it over to those who had worked beside him down below.

Anger fueled his steps, carrying him deeper into the palace. He stood inside a massive space framed with columns. A stunning fresco adorned the ceiling overhead, scenes out of gruesome Gol history judging by the number of people being beheaded or impaled. Yet the artistry was exquisite, as if the painter took a certain pride in denoting such calamity and pain.

Slay recognized a few faces from the undercity, but they seemed as lost as he felt, sort of wide-eyed and unsure what to expect, no notion of what came next. Revolution was one thing, but most had probably been afraid to imagine what came after, how they’d live after succeeding.

That’s the part they don’t write about.

In stories, the heroes went off on a mighty quest, had a bunch of adventures, and in the end, slew the beast. Usually, the tale ended at the celebration. The narrative didn’t follow the farm boy home to see how he fared or detail how things went sour because he couldn’t adjust to plowing his fields again and instead the hero turned into a bitter has-been, repeating his tired story in the tavern to anyone who’d buy him a mug of lager.

“There you are,” a familiar voice called.

When he turned, Hettie waved to him with a smile. “They’ve been bickering for hours. I know Ro will want you to join the meeting.”

“What’s the problem?” he asked.

She let out an aggravated sigh, running a hand through already disheveled hair. “How to proceed from here.”

Slay could predict the conflict. “Let me guess, they can’t decide who’ll govern?”

“Precisely. Can you hold this?” Deftly, Hettie deposited a tray in his arms and Slay realized he’d been conscripted as a coffee boy, bringing beverages to brighter minds in the movement. He laughed as Hettie led the way, following her with an amused shake of his head.

“Something funny?” she asked.

He waved away Hettie’s curiosity. “Never mind that. I thought Prince Alastor had the right to rule because of that challenge. Ro fought on his behalf, so doesn’t that mean he’s the new boss man?”

“That’s the precedent.” Hettie paused to open the great double doors, some distance down an impressive hallway. Here, the terrible frescoes were replaced by mosaic file floors in black and gold, along with ostentatious stained glass adorned in abstract patterns that caught the light and washed the pale walls with color.

“But…?” he prompted.

Without responding, she pushed the door open briskly, beckoning Slay inside. This was a massive chamber, and whatever it had been used for before, it now had a gigantic, oblong table in the center of the room, ringed by padded chairs. Currently, Prince Alastor was pacing, seeming as agitated as many of his listeners. Slay recognized Chantisse and Maksim, Ro gave him a little wave from the other side. Many of the rest, he’d seen going about their business in the undercity, but he hadn’t learned their names.

Slay didn’t see Sheyla. I need to find her. Her comm should connect to Mags without any problems. She searched for me all over Eldritch lands.

At least somebody did.

As he served the drinks alongside Hettie, he whispered, “Okay, so what’s the issue?”

“The prince wants to abdicate.” Hettie tried to keep her voice low, but her answer came at exactly the wrong time, during a lull in the heated discussion.

All heads swiveled in their direction. Slay raised a defensive shoulder, not wanting to cause problems in a meeting he’d joined at the midway mark.

“That right?” Slay finally asked, because nobody else was saying a damn word, and he loathed awkward silences.

“It’s true,” Prince Alastor admitted. “We’re trying to work out what to do next, but it’s not easy, as my family always ruled with an iron fist and I don’t wish to govern at all.” He turned a wistful gaze toward the ceiling. “None of us know how long we have, and I want to spend my time adoring my beautiful wife, not bickering about the price of office supplies.”

“That’s understandable. While you’ve done more than Golgerra might have reasonably expected, you cannot dump the problems your family created on someone else,” Chantisse said sharply. “Reparations must be made!”
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At that, Prince Alastor bowed his head for a moment.

Rowena ached over the guilt and despair in his expression. For his entire life, people would associate him with his brother’s sins, because of Alastor’s bloodline. And it wouldn’t matter that he had been too ill to stop most of the tyrant’s crimes, or that he did his best as soon as he could, risking his own life in the process. After the battle, Prince Alastor had taken command and banished all the soldiers who had remained loyal to the tyrant. Now he faced censure over wrongs perpetrated by his family.

She considered defending him, but Chantisse must know these things already. Hard truths didn’t cease being accurate, even under extenuating circumstances.

Eventually the prince said, “That is indisputably correct. I’ve thought long and hard about this decision and I plan to donate all Vega family assets to Golgerra. Those resources can be used for social welfare programs and education. If you like, you can divide the wealth among those who were imprisoned in the undercity, exploited by our monstrous judicial system.”

Even Chantisse seemed startled by the offer, and she took a moment to collect herself. “Once more you’ve surprised me.”

Just then, Dr. Halek slipped into the room, carrying a platter of snacks. Alastor’s eyes went to her straightaway, like she was a lodestone and he’d been magnetized. He slid her a layered smile, one she returned as she dropped the tray beside him with a clatter.

“Will you still love me when I’m penniless?” he asked.

“I’ll love you until the sun goes out. And after,” Sheyla replied, handing Alastor a pack of crackers.

Somehow, her matter-of-fact delivery made the response more moving. There was no excess emotion in her voice or features, but her eyes shone like whiskey lifted to the light, all liquid amber and deep with sincerity. Ro had to look away from that private moment, a pledge between the two of them. It seemed like others at the meeting felt the same, as people chose to glance everywhere but at the once-exiled prince and the Animari doctor who’d saved his life when his brother tried to murder him by denying him medical care.

Not even Tycho’s worst cruelty.

Chantisse cleared her throat. “Do you agree with your mate’s proposition?”

Sheyla shrugged, taking a seat at the table. “I’m an outsider here, and his family fortune never belonged to me. He can do what he wants with it, though I admit it makes me feel better that the blood money would be spent in a worthy way. Doesn’t make up for how they accrued it, but it’s the best we can do for the people that bastard hurt.”

Seems like that’s pretty much what they called the tyrant in Ash Valley.

Ro had heard Slay say the same words—that bastard—with precisely that infection. She caught his eye; he was hovering near the doors awkwardly like he thought he didn’t have the right to participate. Strictly speaking, he wasn’t a citizen, but she wanted him next to her, so she beckoned with a smile and he came to her slowly, like a feral cat she’d tamed to eat from her hand. Rowena had seen a few in Hallowell, but none of them trusted her enough to accept the food she offered. According to a street vendor, such trust took months to build.

Does Slay trust me?

“If Sy Loudens from the Ministry of Finance survived, he can give you a complete list of our holdings,” Prince Alastor was saying, recalling Ro to the purpose of the meeting. “Sell everything. That includes all the expensive furnishings here. I don’t want any of it. And in that same vein, I don’t wish to be addressed as Prince Alastor anymore. As I’m abdicating and putting an end to this dynastic nonsense, I should be known by my name or whatever profession I manage to acquire.” He propped his chin on his hand and gazed at Sheyla. “What do you think, my darling shalai? Would I make an adequate research assistant?”

“You would be endlessly distracting,” Sheyla said in a stern tone.

“In a good way?” he asked.

Hettie put in gently, “You are currently derailing the purpose of our session.”

Alastor’s face fell. “Oh no, I’ve made everything about me. It’s a family failing. Perhaps I ought to excuse myself now that I’ve donated everything and served my purpose in the war.”

Sheyla nudged him with a tender smile tugging at the edges of her mouth. “Don’t be dramatic, just settle down. The adults are talking.”

Slay sank into the chair next to Rowena and she took his hand beneath the table. He must feel out of place, but Ro couldn’t leave. Not now. She had to see things settled for the people she cared about before she decided what to do about her own future. In her prior existence, dreams had never been an option, not when she was so focused on survival.

“Well said.” Maksim spoke for the first time, his gaze somber. “I’ve been thinking and if we abolish the monarchy, we need some system to replace it, one that treats everyone fairly.”

Someone else spoke up, and from how well fed and groomed the man was, he must be a survivor from the tyrant’s regime. “According to the ancient rite of challenge, if the royal family cannot govern or chooses not to, the champion is next in line.”

Rowena blinked as suddenly all eyes were trained upon her. “Uh, what?”

The meeting fell into complete disarray as the clerk sent an aide for some ancient text to prove the validity of his statement. Fifteen minutes later, he read the codicil that applied as he’d stated, albeit couched in archaic language. Beside her, Slay seemed frozen in shock over the idea that she could be put in charge of Golgerra. Hell, so was she. When some of the furor died down, she spoke loudly to get everyone’s attention.

“That is objectively a terrible idea,” she snapped. “I’m not qualified to lead. My whole life, I’ve followed orders or killed people. That’s the opposite of knowing how to restore order and build a better life for our citizens. What kind of a fucked-up system puts someone in charge because they’re good at murder?”

“Ours,” said Alastor.

Irritated, Ro glared at the man who’d once seemed as powerful as a god to her. “Well, it’s dead wrong, and we’re trying to fix that. Dropping people from high places is not a license to set trade policies or enact fair labor laws. I don’t want our people to fear they’ll be punished for speaking their minds, and if I take over, I’ll be starting my term on the platform of violence. Is that truly what we want for Golgerra?”

“Ro’s right,” Hettie said instantly.

“You could hold an election.” It was the first time Slay had spoken. “We talked about doing that in Ash Valley if Dom didn’t come back…because I didn’t want to inherit the job as his second just because we were friends.”

“I like the sound of that,” Chantisse mused in a thoughtful tone. “But who should run?”

“You,” Ro said straightaway. “If you want to. You’re shrewd and competent and incredibly strategic. You led us out of the undercity and we lost so few compared to the risks we ran. If not for your composure, we might have all drowned as people panicked.”

“I want to lead,” Chantisse admitted. “But only if I have the people’s trust and the full authority to do as I see fit. I will not serve anyone but the citizens of Golgerra and I must have free access to all resources to make my vision a reality.”

Rowena said, “You can’t run unopposed. If you do, that’s not truly an election, and it might mar your reputation down the line. So I’ll run to give people a choice. Others can as well.”

“An excellent plan,” Alastor put in cheerfully, “And I adore the fact that nothing more is required of me. Meeting adjourned?”

Slay wanted to bolt as soon as he sat down.

He didn’t belong in a policy meeting for fuck’s sake. Then Ro took his hand and before he knew it, he was blurting out some impulsive shit. Only nobody looked at him like he was dense. In fact, they were discussing the idea with great enthusiasm and a smidgen of pride crept in over being the one to suggest it. For once his tendency to speak before he considered things properly didn’t bite him in the ass.

“Are you really running?” he whispered to Ro.

She made a face. “Not because I want to win. But everything has to be handled the right way when Chantisse takes power.”

Though her voice was quiet, the resistance leader had Animari ears and she shot a rueful glance in their direction. “You’re assuming I’ll get enough popular support. I believe that I’ll carry the vote from the undercity, but the rest of Golgerra has no idea who I am.”

“They’re learn,” Rowena predicted.

Once the meeting broke up, as Alastor had suggested, giving everyone a break, Slay hurried after Sheyla. “Can I borrow your phone?”

“I should have offered,” she said, seeming stricken by her own lack of foresight. “No doubt yours is long gone.”

Slay hadn’t brought anything with him in jaguar form when he was sent to destroy the C-TAK, so when the Eldritch snatched him, he’d been carted off with nothing. “It’s probably back in Ash Valley, wherever I left it.”

“What happened the night you disappeared?”

Nobody had asked until now. He suspected Ro was being gentle with him, but he wanted to tell the story. “I didn’t have my head on right. Got separated from the rest of the group, and I ran across an Eldritch trail. I thought I could run recon on my own, but they jumped me. Their weapons were poisoned, incapacitated me quick. By the time I knew anything, I was trussed and done.” Quietly, he summarized the journey, torture, and how he’d ended up in Golgoth hands since the Eldritch loyalists quickly fell into disarray after Lord Talfayen’s death.

Sheyla didn’t reach out, but her eyes were kind, if not precisely warm. “I’m sorry. You’ve been through hell.”

That’s true enough. But it wasn’t so bad since he’d passed through and found paradise waiting on the other side. For Slay, that was anywhere Rowena happened to be.

Glad to have the tale told, he took Sheyla’s phone with a touch of embarrassment, staring at it with growing frustration. “I can’t fucking remember anybody’s number. Isn’t that absurd?”

Sheyla shook her head. “Pretty sure I’ve heard it called the digital disease. We’re used to storing important data in our tech so we don’t put it in our brains anymore.”

“I want to call Mags directly. Do you have her number saved?”

The doc nodded, surprising him. “We’re friends. Well, sort of. Neither of us is known for being warm and fuzzy.”

“Then I’ll call her first. She can pass the word to Ash Valley. Or you can.”

Sheyla canted her head, brow furrowed. “You don’t want to call Dom and Pru personally? They’re worried about you.”

Sure they are.

Slay offered a dubious shrug. “He was my best friend. And he married my girlfriend. You think we’re still on speaking terms?”

“Maybe things are awkward now,” she said, “but you’re being stubborn. Whatever transpired in the past, they’d still want to know you’re okay and it’s cowardly to dump that on Mags. In their shoes, I’d be hurt if you didn’t care enough to call.”

Fuck. She’s right. No matter what went down, they deserve an update directly from me.

Maybe it was a sign of personal progress that he didn’t cling to dogged refusal. “Fine, then I’ll make a couple of calls. I assume you’ve got Dom’s number programmed as well.”

She nodded. “I touch base with him periodically and inform him on how the war’s going closer to the front.”

Slay called Mags first because that didn’t take as much courage, and she answered on the third ring. “Everything okay? Did you take Golgerra?”

“We sure the fuck did,” Slay said.

A long silence followed with the sound of her shocked breathing, and then Mags finally said, ‘Shit. Slay? That really you? Alive and well?” Tears she wouldn’t let fall thickened her voice, edging her tone with air.

Damn if he didn’t get choked up too, and it was tough to get the words out. “I’m good. Heard you looked for me.”

Mags breathed in audibly through her nose, a sniff that suggested she might be crying. Holy hell. “Of course. I did everything but storm the city gates once I figured out who took you. But why did they drag you off to Eldritch lands first?”

“The loyalties met with some people…I’m not sure, but I think there was another plot that didn’t come to fruition. I was drugged or beaten within an inch of my life for most of that trip, but I caught snippets. They were planning to use me…for something. In the end, they couldn’t see it through and the Eldritch turned me over to the Gols. They tortured me for intel and condemned me to die underground instead.”

“I’m sorry,” Mags whispered. “I tried. If I’d found your trail a little faster, maybe—”

“It’s enough that you hunted for me,” he cut in. “You know I’m hard to kill. And I got to be part of a fucking revolution, Mags. I was here on the ground when the resistance pushed into Golgerra, I watched Tycho Vega die. That’s history right there, and I was part of it.”

“Are you saying you’re glad they took you?” she demanded.

In some ways, he was. Because hardship had refined him, burned away the bits he hated, leaving him stronger, forged of a better metal. And Ro had taught him so much about being a good person, about never giving up despite long odds.

He hesitated, wondering if Mags would think he’d lost it if he admitted that. “Would you get mad if I said yes?”

“Whatever, you were always bent.” She choked out a laugh, seeming torn between annoyance and relief.

Slay grinned, recognizing that they’d reached familiar ground. “You love me anyway.”

“I do,” she said.

“Who is that?” A second voice became audible on the call, and it sounded familiar, but Slay couldn’t place the man. “Get off the phone and pay attention to me. You know my bad personality by now, jealous with a tendency toward petulance.”

Slay blinked. He would’ve expected the next sound to be Mags punching whoever dared talk to her like that, but instead her voice came across soft and muffled, like maybe she’d palmed the phone. Animari ears, though, difficult to fool.

“I’ll be right back, love.” To Slay, she added, “Thanks for calling. I’m not in Ash Valley, so if you’re heading back, I’m not the security chief anymore. But I promise I’ll visit and we can catch up soon.”

“I get the feeling I’ve missed a hell of a lot,” Slay said.

Sheyla was waiting, propped up against the wall with her arms crossed. At hearing that, she smiled slightly. “You have no idea. Now make the tough call and give me back my damn phone. I have work to do.”

“How?” he wondered aloud. “You’re in a strange city with no facilities—”

“They have labs here,” she snapped. “And my data is all saved, accessible remotely. I can work anywhere if you’d let me get on with it.”

“Right, sorry.”

Slay took a deep breath and hit the button to contact Dom. It beeped twice, then: “What’s the latest, Dr. Halek?”

The familiarity of his friend’s voice after so long staggered him, and he clutched the wall for support. “It’s me. I borrowed Sheyla’s phone.”

“…Slay?” Such a strange tone, a heartbreaking amalgam of anguish and hope. “Thank all the gods and goddesses. Where are you? Are you sick? Hurt? Never mind, you’re with the doctor, so I guess she’s treating you if you need it. I’ll dispatch a retrieval team right away.”

Huh. He did worry about me.

And it sounded like Dom had no qualms at all about welcoming him back. Granted, Slay had been the one who couldn’t forgive his friend for stealing Pru, but it no longer felt that way to him. These days when he reflected, he realized he should have known things weren’t the same after he rejected Pru formally as his mate. It was asinine to imagine her feelings wouldn’t change after he hurt her so bad. What came after was mostly his fault.

Not entirely, of course, but he’d played more of a role in that mess than he’d initially wanted to admit.

“Slay? You still there?” Dom sounded like he wanted to crawl through their devices, half panicked at the prospect of losing such a tenuous connection.

He needed to be calm and reassuring. “Sorry, yeah. I’m in Golgerra. Everything’s okay now. Finally. The city has been liberated.”

“That means the war is over,” Dom said. “We managed to get the Pax Protocols signed after the battle at Burnt Amber. So with Tycho Vega gone, things can get back to normal.” He hesitated. “They can, right? You’re coming home?”

Where is home?

Right now he couldn’t say for sure that was Ash Valley. It mattered more to him what Ro wanted to do, but he couldn’t go into that with Dom on a borrowed phone since Sheyla was waiting, tapping an impatient foot.

“I’ll go when I can,” he said, careful not to promise that he’d stay. “Spread the good news, all right? Talk to you soon.”

He ended the call without waiting for a response and handed the phone back to Sheyla. “Thanks for making me step up.”

She peered at him with palpable curiosity. “Was that so hard?”

“Pretty much.” He sighed. The odds of his relationship being ‘normal’ with Dom and Pru ever again didn’t seem like any probability a canny gambler would bet on.

“Don’t be pointlessly obstinate. There’s no reason to ruin old friendships over an issue you don’t even care about anymore.”

“What?”

Of all people, he never expected Sheyla to take him to task. Back in Ash Valley she had few friends and spent most of her time working. She’d been an asset during the bombing, tireless in her care of the wounded, but nobody ever went to see her for the bedside manner. Her social skills were even worse than his.

She gave him a pointed look. “I don’t pay attention to people because I generally don’t care what others are doing, but even I can tell that you’re head over heels for Alastor’s former lieutenant. Rowena, is it?”

The woman in question chose that moment to step out of the meeting room, her brows raised in curiosity. “What about me?”

Slay wasn’t ready to have this conversation in a random hallway. “Uh…”

“I was just saying that we met in Hallowell,” Sheyla said, covering smoothly. “Anyway, I have experiments to check. I’ll leave you to it.”
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“To what?” Rowena asked.

The whole vibe between Sheyla and Slay seemed a bit weird, and he was way more flushed than normal. Plus he couldn’t meet her eyes.

“Oh, I just called Ash Valley. And talked to Dom.”

“Yikes,” she said.

He’d told her everything about his long relationship, the failure of it, and his splintered friendship as a result. Hopefully, this meant he was ready to move on.

With me.

Aloud she said, “We should get something to eat and then there’s a ton of work to do to prepare for the election.”

As it turned out, she had been right when she predicted that the citizens of Golgerra would rapidly come to respect and admire Chantisse. There were some dissenters, and a couple of lower-level bureaucrats decided to run as well, bringing the total choices on the ballot to four.

Over the next few days, she didn’t see much of Slay. He volunteered as a go-fer while they organized behind the scenes. His strength and endurance made him great at it and she admired him for doing whatever he could to help, even at the expense of his ego. Hell, he’d been the second in command in Ash Valley, and he could leave at any time. It meant the world to her that he chose to stay—to support her.

Not that she expected to win the election. Hell, she hoped that she didn’t. A few old schoolers kept quoting that damn codicil about the challenge, but they were holding a preliminary debate tomorrow. And Chantisse would shine like a star.

The resistance leader already had binders full of plans detailed to the most minute degree, to make Golgerra a fair and honest place to live. Her education policies alone were so incredible and innovative that Rowena planned to vote for Chantisse herself, though she’d do it secretly.

According to Slay, there should be a primary, where they narrowed it down to two candidates, so they were doing that first, and a week after the resistance took the piazza, they set up voting boxes all over the city with random sentries chosen to ensure there were no irregularities.

And when the votes were tallied, the two candidates that came out on top were Chantisse and Sy Loudens from the Ministry of Finance. Secretly relieved that she hadn’t made the cut, Rowena let out a long sigh.

I would’ve gotten wrecked in the final debate.

Fortunately, Golgerran citizens agreed that they didn’t want someone who was good at murder in office. That freed Ro to work alongside Slay, helping setup for the debate. Alastor and Sheyla were still in Golgerra, but the former prince rested more than he worked, spending long hours in the lab with his wife, who had never been even slightly interested in being queen.

Later that day, Ro wiped sweat from her brow as she straightened the podium. Once, this theatre performed original plays that were deemed suitable for production—in other words, they didn’t malign the royal family in any fashion. Any playwright that created “seditious” works was put to death, and that was pretty much any story that dismissed the idea that the Vega line didn’t shit gold and fart rainbows.

So many brilliant minds lost. So much talent squandered. So much pointless pain.

Though she didn’t want to weep anymore for a past that couldn’t be changed, a memory rushed at her headlong and exploded in her brain. She hurried from the stage to hide in the wings because she didn’t want anyone else to see her that way. But Slay came after her. He always did.

And when he reached for her, she let him provide physical comfort. Hell, she’d probably let him stitch her severed arm back on; that was how much she trusted him.

“Tell me?” he whispered.

“It’s terrible.”

“You’ve listened to me tirelessly. I’d be glad if you gave me the same chance.”

Ro took a breath, willing the tears away. “When Tycho first chose me, he was…different. In all honesty, I…cared for him. He twisted over the years, through his father’s influence. And Tycho never understood why I wouldn’t agree to become his creature completely, why I wouldn’t abandon my mother in the undercity and bask in luxury, giving him the children he desperately wanted from me.”

“I wish I could kill him all over again.”

She thought she’d told him this much already, no new information here, but she was circling the hateful memory like a mortal enemy. “In those early days, he bought me a pet, a little bunny that was always waiting for me when he called. So small and soft, I called her Caliyo.”

“I have such a bad feeling,” he whispered.

Rowena couldn’t even look at him. Other than her mother, she’d loved Caliyo most, and she’d so looked forward to Tycho’s summons. Because she got to wash in a fancy tub and eat delicious food and play games and cuddle her rabbit. But then…

“He’d already changed a little. Started hurting me for displeasing him, like the first time I won a game of Risk, but he always asked me to stay with him because he missed me too much when I went back, he claimed. We were both older by then. I said I would, if he’d let me bring my mother up.”

Now, she loathed how naïve and trusting she’d been. Tycho had laughed and said dismissively, “You’re the one I want. I have no use for a worn-out Eldritch whore. She can die below where she belongs.”

Shocked, she’d blurted the first thing that came to mind. “Then send me back to her and never call for me again. I have no use for someone as hateful as you.”

People didn’t speak to him that way. He’d locked eyes with her and said, “This is your fault. Remember this moment.”

In a strained whisper, she relayed those events to Slay and then added, “His guards held me as Tycho strangled Caliyo with his bare hands. He made me watch.”

“Oh gods, Ro.” His anguished voice nearly moved her to tears as Slay buried his face in her hair, and she felt his tears against her neck. “That wasn’t your fault, no matter what he said. I’m so sorry about Caliyo. And for everything you suffered at his hands. But none of it was because of you. You know that, right?”

“Most days I do. But sometimes—”

“Nope,” he cut in.

She took pleasure in how sheltered she felt, snuggled against his broad chest. Closing her eyes, she listened to the reassuring thump of his heart. He stroked her back in gentle sweeps, probably an attempt to soothe her. Rowena could’ve told him that his mere presence did the job, but that would mean ending this delicious hug.

“I’ve never told anyone about Caliyo or that I said yes to Tycho once.”

“Definitely not glad you were hurt, but I’m happy you trust me with this. I can handle anything you want to share. Doesn’t matter if it’s ugly. I’ll take it off your hands.”

Rowena swiped at a stray tear. “It doesn’t work that way but thank you. I’m so glad I met you. You know, I saw you a few times in Ash Valley, but you looked mean and angry so I never spoke to you. Never imagined we’d end up together like this.”

“I was mean and angry,” he admitted.

That was why she loved him so much. There was no bullshit with Slay. “Sounds like you had good reason to be.”

“I’ve gotten in my own way a lot, but I’m done with that.”

Biting her lip, Rowena decided to be daring. She met his golden gaze squarely. “Will you return to Ash Valley after the election?”

“For a while, but I don’t want to stay. My whole life, I worried about what other people think of me, tried to please them and failed. Now I need to figure some shit out.”

Slay hoped Ro didn’t press him on his plans.

Because currently, he wanted to follow her around like a lovesick kit. And that wasn’t the way he intended to propose that they spend their lives together. The right words wouldn’t come, and he didn’t know how he’d earn a living or where they should settle down. He needed to take her desires into account as well, so for once in his life, he meant to plan things properly. Until he had all the details ironed out, he wouldn’t even hint at his intentions.

Suddenly she kissed him, holding his face in both hands. Where Ro was concerned, it didn’t take much for him to catch fire. They’d made love the night before, but he couldn’t get enough of her. The comforting hug took on a different dimension with every inch of her pressed against him.

“I need you,” he whispered.

“You have me.”

He rolled his hips to ensure she took his meaning. “It’s urgent.”

Part of him expected her to laugh and tease him, but instead she pulled on his arm, tugging him deeper into the shadows of the stage. Soon they were inside a dark storage room used for old props. Deliberately Ro turned the bolt with them on the other side of the door.

“We’ll have to be fast. Someone will notice I’m gone and—”

Slay took her mouth like kissing was a crime and he couldn’t wait for punishment. She scrabbled at his clothing, untying the drawstring on his loose pants. Soon he had her ass in his hands and he dropped to the dusty floor to love her with his mouth. He planned to fuck her up against the door. His cock ached, and he couldn’t wait to be inside her, but first he needed to make sure she burned as hot as he did.

“Oh!” She cried out as he licked up and down her slit, not as tentative or as careful as he used to be.

Maybe one day she’d panic but somehow he couldn’t imagine that bastard pleasing her like this, so it must be new, and he fucking loved the idea that nobody had made her feel this way before. Hesitantly, she threaded her fingers into his hair, tugging his mouth where she wanted it, right over her clit. He took that to heart and nuzzled and licked until her juices filled his mouth.

“You’re so wet,” he marveled.

“Fuck me now. You said it was critical before, and I’m desperate for you.”

That was all the invitation he needed. He hitched her thighs around his hips and nudged inside her slowly. Fuck, she feels good on my cock. At first he went slow and gentle, letting her get used to the feel of being pinned against the door. The last thing he wanted was Ro to get scared in the middle of sex.

“How’s that?”

“Yes. Yes!” The second cry came when he thrust harder, increasing the speed as he watched her face. “Fuck me properly.”

“You saying I’ve been doing it wrong until now?” he teased.

“No! But you’re…careful. I don’t want you to think of me as damaged. It feels good and if you let go I think it’ll be even better. I trust you, Slay.”

Her soft words unleashed him. With a grunt, he went wild inside her, wanting to make her into a mindless creature of instinct and longing, all pleasure, all helpless response. Her breath went ragged almost at once and she squirmed against him, trying to get more friction, but this position left him in charge of their pleasure, and he planned to drive her out of her mind.

“Feels incredible, doesn’t it? Giving yourself to me.” He whispered in her ear and kissed the shell, the lobe, nuzzled kisses into the tender skin of her neck as he worked inside her.

Just then, someone thumped on the door from the outside. “Why is this locked?” They rattled the door handle and cursed. “I’ll have to find the key, I guess.”

From the amusement dancing in her eyes, Ro wasn’t worried about getting caught. “We need to be fast, like you said.”

“I’ll take my time later,” he promised.

Though his need to orgasm had been urgent earlier, now he felt like he could go all day, or at least until Ro unraveled his arms, panting and sobbing. Her pussy felt amazing wrapped around his dick, and he loved watching the joy and wonder spark in her silvery eyes. When her lips parted on a gasp, he kissed her until they had to pause, light-headed from pleasure.

He whispered filth into her ear, reading her enjoyment in each shiver. It didn’t take long until she was scratching and clawing at his back in desperate desire, then clenching in endless waves. Only when she gasped his name and went boneless in his hold did he let go, spilling into her in long spurts.

“I came. And I didn’t even need to help you get me there.”

He grinned. “Is that a recommendation? Hate to break it to you but I’m not exactly trying to build a resume.”

“I’ll keep your credentials confidential.” An answering smile curved her mouth as her body pulsed around his cock in sweet little aftershocks.

I could stay like this forever.

But a sudden thought occurred to him. “Do I need to worry about getting you pregnant?” he asked, kissing her forehead.

“Yes.”

He blinked. That had been more of an idle curiosity, not an actual concern of his, since the Animari chose when to have kids. “Are you serious?”

A frown furrowed her brow. “I’m half Eldritch and half Golgoth. On my mother’s side, we have low fertility rates, but the Golgoth don’t control their reproduction like the Animari. Ovulation occurs on a regular cycle, and if a viable partner—”

“Are you fertile now then? Did you do the math before we fucked?”

Am I a viable partner? Slay knew shit about the biological compatibility between the Animari, Eldritch, and Gols. Sheyla probably knows more.

Ro gave him a shove and slid off his dick with a look that didn’t bode well. “Are you kidding me? Of course I didn’t. I wasn’t counting days of the month, you asshole.”

Before he could speak a word, she pulled her pants on and stormed off.

Yeah, I fucked that up big time.

Slay needed to tell her that he was shocked over the idea of having a baby with her with no planning whatsoever—it wasn’t like that among his folks—but starting a family with Ro?

Fuck yeah, sign me up.

Somehow, he had to make this right.
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A layer of hurt percolated beneath Rowena’s anger.

It wasn’t as if she was ready to be a mother either. In fact, she’d made a mistake in indulging in reckless sex. Really, she had no excuse apart from being caught up in the moment, high on the unfamiliar rush of physical attraction. Probably there had been some adrenaline from succeeding at long last and liberating Golgerra. But even if she’d made a mistake, it would be nice if Slay hadn’t made her feel like a big mistake too.

She didn’t even have anywhere to go, but she couldn’t stay either. But before she could do more than swipe away the angry tears, Slay burst into the hall behind her, still tying the drawstring on his pants. He was shirtless and frantic, bare feet slapping the floor as he dashed toward her. Slay reached out, then hesitated as if he wasn’t sure she’d welcome his touch.

“I screwed that up,” he said quickly. “And I’m sorry. I was surprised, not upset at the idea of you having my baby. Among the Animari, a child never just happens. Both parents agree and they choose to start a family together. Accidental births aren’t a thing for us, and I don’t know much about how that works with the Eldritch or Golgoth. I’m sorry for hurting you. I—”

“You said you’re bad with words,” she said softly. “But you explained everything really well just now.”

“Do you forgive me?”

“Of course. I…might have overreacted,” she admitted.

“No, I was thoughtless and I hurt you. Hell, I’d be pissed if you implied I wasn’t good enough to be your baby daddy.”

Ro blinked. Did that mean he was thinking along those lines? She couldn’t bring herself to ask, though, not with so much still going on.

“Come to bed. We should sleep before all the excitement tomorrow, and we were basically done setting up for the debate.”

Ro stared at her bare toes, a touch embarrassed that she’d rushed off without getting dressed properly. When he reached for her hand, she laced their fingers together, fetched the rest of their clothes from the prop room, and let him lead her to the room they were sharing.

It seemed strange and surreal to snuggle into Slay’s arms like this was a permanent arrangement. They’d come together under the worst possible circumstances but now that they weren’t trapped in a tiny room with ten other prisoners, he still wanted to curl up with her at the end of the day. She didn’t know what to make of that, but the emotional spike left her drained, so before she could fret about it much, she fell asleep in Slay’s arms.

She woke with him still wrapped around her, his face pressed into her hair. That seemed uncomfortable to her, but he was twined around her like he intended to stay. For a few moments, she reveled in the sense of being sheltered. Her mother had tried to shield her when she was small, but swiftly their circumstances flipped, leaving Rowena to defend her fragile, damaged mother. In the end, she’d failed and wound up alone, despite her best efforts. Ro had learned at a young age that even one’s best sometimes wasn’t enough.

Opting to let him sleep a little longer, she disentangled from his arms, but she froze when he stirred and felt around the bed. “Ro…” The reflexive mumble twisted her heartstrings because he wasn’t even awake, searching for her in his sleep.

I love him. I love him so much.

The feeling had been growing inside her, silent as a mushroom in the dark, but now it blossomed into undeniable truth, demanding her acknowledgment. She stared down at Slay, biting her lip.

What am I supposed to do about this? Her mind spun with questions that she couldn’t find answers to—like where they’d live, assuming he wanted to, or if he would even be willing to build a life with someone like her. Even in Golgerra the whispers followed her, speculation about her being of mixed race and once Tycho’s pet.

It would be better if Ro left the city entirely and started fresh, someplace where nobody knew her. Only then did she imagine she could have peace.

But first she had to keep the promise she’d made to Chantisse. Until the first election concluded successfully, she wouldn’t budge from Golgerra, and when she left, it would be as a free woman, beholden to no one.

Quickly, she showered and found something to wear in the surplus storage closet. She’d never owned much, but in her time in Alastor’s service, she had accrued a few things. What happened to them, I wonder?

She emerged from the former guard housing annex and headed for Vega Rising. How strange, the twists and turns life could take. The piazza was already bustling, vendors set up to capitalize on the increased activity related to the coming election. With wide eyes, she took in the various posters and banners that had already been hung, entreating votes for Chantisse and Sy Loudens in turn.

The debate would be held later today, and she hurried to the theatre to double check the facilities. When everything looked right, she stretched and popped her neck, realizing belatedly that she didn’t know when she’d last eaten.

She met Prince—no, he told us not to call him that—met Alastor on the way to the dining hall that had been converted from a formal room to a cafeteria where those from the undercity could get their meals. Alastor looked well, all things considered, if a trifle tired. Ro smiled as he strolled toward her with his customary loose-limbed grace.

“Have you been avoiding me?” he asked.

“Not at all. We’re just on different tracks now.”

Alastor cocked his head with a wry smile. “You’re never coming back, are you?”

“The war is over and you disbanded the Exiles. I doubt Sheyla would enjoy it if forty strangers followed you around for the rest of your lives.”

“Strangers?” Alastor drew in a sharp breath, hurt flashing briefly in his expression, then he covered it with the usual aplomb. “Rowena…”

She wasn’t in the mood to hear regrets or apologies, so she held up a hand. “Friends then. If not now, then someday. I didn’t feel entirely comfortable with you before because there was such inequity between us. I’m sure you noticed that I idolized you a lot.”

“There were stars in your eyes when you looked at me before,” he said with a quiet laugh, sobering as he surveyed her. “Now that I really examine you, they’re not present anymore. Did you get over me?”

Rowena blinked. “…what?”

“Weren’t you in love with me at one point?” he asked bluntly.

It was Ro’s turn to laugh. “You certainly have a healthy opinion of yourself. I admired you and I appreciated everything you did for me, but it would be impossible for me to love the brother of my greatest enemy. I’m sorry if that’s painful to hear, but you did ask.”

Alastor pressed a hand to his heart and staggered back a few steps. “You’ve changed. Before, you never would’ve been so candid even if I pleaded for such frankness.”

“That’s the nature of the world,” she said lightly. “Things change. So do people. We adapt to new circumstances or risk getting left behind.”

Slay brooded all through the debates.

Although Rowena did an amazing job as the moderator, he couldn’t focus on the answers each candidate gave. Even in his distracted state, however, it was clear that Chantisse was destroying her opponent. Her proposals were pages long and the resistance leader could talk all day about her ideas. Most of them were fucking brilliant.

But all Slay could hear was Alastor asking Rowena if she used to be in love with him. What the fuck is that about? He has a wife, right? Does he think he’s keeping Ro at his side too?

He’d really wanted to punch the former prince, and it galled him to wheel away instead. Slay had run laps around the city, trying to figure out why that exchange bothered him so much. And honestly, he still had no idea. Because Ro had laughed in Alastor’s face; she didn’t even seem to be carrying that hero worship anymore.

Maybe…it’s because I want to be the only one who puts stars in her eyes?

Yeah, that’s definitely it.

It was irrational to be jealous over stuff that was done and couldn’t be changed, but here he was, being an irrational shit, just like always.

I really need to stop. With Ro, I have to do better.

Before he knew it, the debate was over. Chantisse did a meet and greet afterward, shaking hands and answering questions from all citizens.

Events unspooled fast after that.

Slay helped as a volunteer at a voting station when election day dawned. Things had been a bit odd between Ro and him, as if they both knew they were marking time until everything was decided in Golgerra. He tried to act like nothing was bothering him, but he wasn’t sure how good a job he was doing. Mostly he felt…superfluous. He could’ve left Golgerra at any point, but he wanted Ro to go with him and he knew damn well she wouldn’t leave with shit unresolved.

Alongside the other volunteers, he counted ballots until late in the night. And shortly before first light—created by virtue of the crystals—Chantisse emerged as the first prime minister the Golgerran people ever elected.

Spirits were high as the populace celebrated. Sy Loudens was a good sport and didn’t act like an entitled turd when he gave his concession speech. Slay waited until the crowd thinned a little, then he headed over to shake Chantisse’s hand. The resistance leader had never looked happier or more in her element, both gracious and charismatic.

The new prime minister accepted Slay’s congratulations with a broad smile. “If you’re willing, I wish to send word with you to Ash Valley. I’ve heard that all the other settlements have ratified the Pax Protocols, and I would like to make the truce official as soon as possible. It’s the only way for our citizens to have complete peace of mind as we begin the next chapter of Golgerran history.”

In most people, a declaration like that would seem like hyperbole, but Chantisse’s conviction made it feel like a promise instead. Somewhat surprised at being offered a role in diplomatic endeavors, he said, “Yeah, that’s no problem at all. I’m sure Dom will want to get things squared away ASAP as well. You can count on me.”

“What are you asking him to do?” Ro asked.

“I just requested that he carry a message when he leaves,” Chantisse said.

Maybe Slay was imagining things but it seemed like Ro flinched at hearing that. But she covered so quickly he couldn’t be sure. “Have you decided when you’re going?” she asked.

Before he could answer, someone flagged Chantisse and she murmured a courteous farewell, then headed off to join those waiting for her input. Ro took a step toward him, gripping his arm with a look he couldn’t identify.

“Well?”

“Soon,” he said. “Tomorrow, probably. But…I wanted to talk to you about that.”

Ro’s eyes were so wide and guileless, a clear lake under the moonlight. “About what?”

Time to bite the bullet.

“I’m wondering if you’d like to go with me. To Ash Valley,” Slay said.

“Are you asking me to have an adventure with you?” Her expression brightened at once, and she raised her face with a pert little grin.

“Yeah. You interested? We can travel old school. My jaguar could use a long run, and I’ll hunt as we travel. Ever gone on a long flight?”

She appeared to consider, then shook her head. “I’ve never flown for days at a time, mostly recon runs or during a battle. It would be amazing to go to Ash Valley that way with you. The freedom…”

“We can pitch camp a few times and I’ll cook up whatever I find for us.”

“Let’s do it,” she said, bouncing a little in her excitement.

“I also want to bring you to see someone.” He wasn’t sure how she’d take it if he admitted he planned to visit his mother’s columbarium and spill all his feelings afterward.

The more he thought about it, the better he liked the idea. No danger in traveling overland now, though it might be rough for him, getting off the mountain. Slay had no real recollection of how the hell he’d ended up here, but he could check some maps before he set off as a jaguar guide. He’d never been much of a student, and geography wasn’t his strong point, but once he figured out which direction to travel in, they’d be fine.

The next morning, they got up early, relieved of all duty related to Golgerran business. Ro had many people she wanted to see before they left. For Slay there weren’t as many but he did stop by the lab where Sheyla Halek had holed up.

“Everything okay?” she asked.

He’d noticed that she didn’t give the customary greetings, like her time was money, and she didn’t care to spend it on small talk. Slay liked that about her, truth be told.

“Yeah, but we’re heading out soon. Just wanted to ask if there’s anything you need me to do for you in Ash Valley.”

“Let my family know I’m fine. I talk to them on the phone, but I suspect they don’t believe that I’m content or even safe, half the time. Maybe I should send a hank of hair with you as proof of life?”

Slay laughed. “They don’t like…Alastor?” It would take some getting used to, calling the former prince by his first name.

“It’s complicated. They want me to be happy, but they don’t believe I could’ve found that with someone like him.”

“The fact that he’s ill or the fact that he’s Gol?”

“More the latter,” she said quietly.

Slay bit back a swear. “Old prejudices die hard. My ma was the same way, only she even discriminated against Latents.”

Sheyla gave him a shrewd look. “I remember that about Lorelle. Mum also fears that he’ll leave me alone when I’m still young, but she doesn’t understand that I’d rather have whatever time I can get with Alastor than a lifetime with anyone else. This is the happiest I’ve ever been.”

“I’ll relay the message,” he said, wondering how freaking awkward that would be.

Still, if he wasn’t willing to help, he wouldn’t have offered. Maybe it would carry more weight if Sheyla’s words came from someone else. Gods knew, his own mother never listened to a word he said about Pru.

“Take care of yourself,” he said, and then went to find Rowena.

It was past time to go.
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Rowena took pride in walking side by side with Slay, all the way through Golgerra.

The city already felt different; there were no guards posted anymore, no sections of the city forbidden to certain folks. Seeing people mingle freely, going about their business, made her feel so fucking proud that she’d played any role in it at all. Before they left, she even took Slay to the Hall of Heroes, entry previously forbidden to all but the highest caste. He enjoyed the historic statues and the precious artwork, but since he wasn’t Golgerran he couldn’t deeply appreciate how momentous the occasion was.

Chantisse met them near the outer gate, taking time from her demanding schedule to say farewell in person. That attention to detail and personal concern would serve her well as prime minister, along with many other admirable qualities. Carefully, Ro put out a hand. She still wasn’t a hugger, but she nailed the handshake.

“I’m leaving Golgerra in the best possible care,” Rowena said.

“There’s room for you in my cabinet,” Chantisse replied. “You’d be a good fit for the social welfare program I have in mind. You could do so much good here.”

Ro hesitated. Fuck, haven’t I given enough to this city? Then she said, “I appreciate the opportunity, but I don’t know when I’ll be back.”

Hettie ran up, ruining any chance of a quiet escape, because she had Kani and Nolen with her, and the girl seemed to be trying not to weep. Her brother was more stoic, but Rowena still knew a painful twinge at the thought of never seeing these two again. She wished it was easier for her to show physical affection but Slay solved the dilemma by hugging each kid in turn.

“When are you coming back?” Kani asked.

“Who knows?” It was an honest answer, exactly what she’d expect from Slay, then he made it better. “But you can always visit us, wherever we are.”

Nolen’s eyes widened at the prospect of leaving Golgerra. Likely it would take a while for that freedom to sink in. “Can we? Really?”

“Absolutely,” Ro said.

Farewells to Alastor, Ded, and Graff delayed their departure further. Ro had spoken to them already in private, but they insisted on seeing her off, eyes deep and mournful. Frankly, their presence made it harder for her to leave. Then a runner came with a message for Alastor, something about locating Renna’s family, whatever that meant. The messenger offered a welcome and necessary distraction, as Slay was running out of patience and signaled that he was going—with or without her.

Oh hell no, you’re not leaving me.

Ro took the opportunity to slip away in the confusion. Still, nostalgia washed over her as she passed through the massive stone arch that led to the external gates. For the first time in living memory, there was no attendant, and the doors stood wide, allowing citizens to come and go as they chose. And when Ro passed into the cool, fresh air of a late spring or early summer morning, an invisible weight slid from her shoulders.

We did it. I’m free.

Closing her eyes, she tipped her face up toward the sun. When they’d dragged her to Golgerra—by her own choice—there had still been snow on the mountain. During her time underground, she’d lost track of how long it had been, but the world had changed. Now the stony path was framed in green, stubborn plants determined to live even at this altitude.

Much like me.

“You look like that first breath was better than sex,” Slay teased.

“Maybe not better but…” She trailed off with an answering smile.

“Never mind, I don’t want to lose in a fight against a sunny day.”

She grinned because it was so obvious that he was only messing with her. From his energetic demeanor, it seemed like he was eager to get going. They had a few supplies packed up in a bag that Ro could strap to her chest and still fly. Slay didn’t appear enthusiastic about handing it over, but he couldn’t carry it in jaguar form. For her part, she was relieved to serve some purpose on this trip since he’d be finding the path and hunting their food.

She had a weirdly shy moment when she stripped, though Slay had seen her naked often enough. Under the open sky, it felt strange, however, because the sun would find every mark on her body, merciless in its glare. No point in fretting over scars that proved her resilience, so she shifted and spread her wings. The warmth felt heavenly on her skin, and she’d eaten so well while helping with the election that she had the strength to fly for days.

Slay got naked as well, unselfconscious about his nudity as only an Animari could be. Butt naked, he crammed their clothes into the bag, so casual that she wished her current form allowed her to smile. But her mouth was permanently pulled into a snarl, showing a ridiculous amount of teeth. Once she’d hated her shifted form because she was so much different than the other Golgoth. But she loved Slay for not reacting, not even once. She loved him for other reasons too, so many that she’d lost count, and the feeling spilled from her heart into her bloodstream, pumping through her with each new beat.

“Let me help,” Slay said, strapping the sack in place. “I’ll call twice if I’m stopping to rest. You should be able to hear it even overhead.”

She inclined her head since he couldn’t understand base Gol. Then he did something nobody had ever done; he stretched on tiptoe and kissed her ridged forehead, like she was beautiful to him even in this form. Her eyes burned, though they weren’t shaped to allow tears to fall. Tenderly, she traced his features with razor-sharp claws and he held still, letting her caress him with trust that arrowed to the center of her being. There was nobody in the world like Slay.

He stepped back when she dropped her hands and slid into jaguar form. With a little snarl, he set off, racing down the steep path leading away from Golgerra. Rowena got a running start, as getting lift took more effort carrying ballast, but it was nothing compared to the weight of the bodies she’d hauled upward, then dropped. She caught the wind with her wings and leaned into the updraft, letting it carry her. It wasn’t difficult keeping pace with Slay when she rode the currents down the mountainside, gliding from one to another with a joyous elation she’d rarely known. Come to that, most of her happy moments involved Slay in some regard.

Around midday, he called out as promised and she landed beside him. He’d shifted and donned loose, drawstring pants in the time it took her to settle on the ground. Eating would be easier in her other shape, so she shifted as well and put on a long tunic. He didn’t seem to feel the cold as much as she did, but it was warm even dressed like this.

They were still on the mountain, but she glimpsed the foothills ahead. Lower down, the green was dotted with purple, blooming wildflowers that were known as shalai in Golgoth, or heart’s ease in the common tongue. The sweetness of their early blossoms perfumed the wind, and she drew in eager gulps as Slay pulled a water bottle out of the bag.

He offered her the first sip and she drank down a few eager swallows before handing it back. She realized his gaze was locked on her lips like he wanted a kiss, and she decided not to make him ask. Boldly, Ro planted a loving one on his mouth and wondered if he could taste the difference. All the times before, she hadn’t known consciously how much she adored him.

“Mmm. You’re making me hungry for something besides food.”

“But it would only drain your energy instead of giving you strength to run,” she said, dancing out of reach.

“I’m not too eager to test those rocks either.” Slay indicated the ridged and bumpy trail.

“Ever made love in a field of flowers?” Ro waggled her brows.

“Never. But I’m willing to give it a shot with you.”

“Even if we roll off the mountain?”

The ledges framing the path were narrow, overflowing with purple flowers that might conceivably cushion their bodies enough—no, she had to stop thinking about wild sex. In the end, they didn’t make love, but he did cuddle her as they rested. And they ate some of the food they’d packed, because Slay had anticipated there would be little for him to hunt this high up. As the terrain grew less rugged, there would be prey for him to take down in jaguar form. She might be able to strike like a hawk as well, take down a caribou for instance if the herds were still roaming after the long winter. They might’ve already moved north.

“I love this,” he said suddenly, his face against her hair like it was a river he could swim in. Sometimes she thought he might even be sniffing her.

Is that normal? She’d never had a lover before, and maybe it was an Animari thing.

“What?”

“Being with you.”

The trip went faster than Slay wanted once they left the highlands.

It was easier going on level ground. They ran until they were tired, and about halfway to Ash Valley when their supplies ran out, Ro helped him take down a magnificent stag. Hunting with her was fucking awesome. Afterward, they built a fire and roasted enough meat for a feast. The rest they left for forest scavengers, who’d eat the carcass to the bone. The weather held, dry and warm, so they slept curled up together.

A few days into their journey, Ro called from above to let him know that Ash Valley was in sight. Half a day later, he paused on the rise, taking in the sight of the sun glazing the pale stone walls with orange light. The walls were scarred, and even at this distance, he could tell where they’d patched the damage from the bombs. A complex blend of emotions flooded him. Happiness and nostalgia intertwined along with the bittersweet certainty that he’d never see many of his pride mates ever again. They existed only in the memories of those who loved them now, his mother along with the rest of the lost. Even in returning, things would be different.

Pru and Dom were married, leading the pride together. Mags had said she wasn’t in Ash Valley anymore. Neither was Sheyla; he’d left her in Golgerra with Alastor.

Overhead, Ro circled, apparently waiting for him to keep moving. No reason to delay further, so he raced down the hill toward the side of the hold, access known only to those who regularly patrolled for Ash Valley.

I’d given up on the idea that I’d come back in one piece.

Ro kept pace all the way, landing beside him as he reached the secret entrance. The long journey had calmed the last of the rage in his blood, so he was clear headed and ready to face his future with all optimism. The doors recognized his bio-imprint, opening to admit him and welcome him home. Slay led Ro down the long tunnel into the changing room.

“Shower?” he asked.

“That would be perfect.”

His libido wanted to drag her into his stall, but he shouldn’t start anything in a public area where they could be interrupted. Delaying gratification would make it sweeter when he finally got to touch her again. Slay made his shower a cold, quick one. Judging by the steam, Ro didn’t do the same; she emerged, toweling her damp hair, and it shone like silver moonlight. Hell, he was rapidly becoming obsessed with it. He imagined twining the long strands in his fist, and—

Fuck. Yeah, it had been too long. They hadn’t made love on the way to Ash Valley, and he felt like a spark smoldering in a pile of dry brush.

“You are so damn beautiful,” he whispered.

She radiated confidence now, so much different than when they first met. Beneath his hungry gaze, she strutted across to the cupboard where the spare clothes were stored and she put some interesting swivels in her hips as she pulled up the loose trousers. Then she flipped her hair like she was silently saying, like what you see?

Hell yes, he did.

Slay grinned at her and bit his knuckle, wondering if she’d even know what the gesture meant. By the color that tinged her cheeks, she did get it.

“Ready?” he asked. “I have funds here, so first thing, we should go shopping. You’re gorgeous, no matter what you wear, but I want to buy you something pretty.”

Her eyes rounded. “You don’t have to—”

“I want to,” he said softly. “Understand, I’m not trying to dress you according to my tastes or control you. Pick whatever you like.”

Slay had a notion that she might feel leery of accepting gifts, and he didn’t want her associating him with that bastard, even if Tycho was dead. But a slow, radiant smile bloomed on her face, bright as a sunrise.

“I’ve never been shopping before,” she confessed.

Shit. Sometimes he forgot just how fucking harsh her life had been. She’d spent most of it incarcerated doing hard labor, only brief breaks to be tortured by a tyrant, and then she’d been exiled along with Alastor to fight a war. There were so many awesome things for her to experience and Slay wanted to drink her excitement and joy like fine wine.

“That’s our first stop then. And afterward, we can drop the bags off at my place. At least, I hope it’s still mine.”

“Guess we’ll find out,” she said in a philosophical tone.

He realized she didn’t care if he had a house; she was happy just being with him. Ro had zero interest in his status as pride second. She wanted him exactly as he was, and she didn’t ever seem to be done with him, even when he messed up and hurt her feelings. As he took Ro’s hand, he remembered losing Pru in this room but oddly, it hadn’t even occurred to him until this moment. And there was no sting. The only thing that mattered was the fact that Ro wrapped her fingers around his and followed him like she might go with him anywhere.

I really fucking hope so.

For now, though, they simply strolled into the courtyard together, but he couldn’t keep his promise to take her shopping right away. People recognized him as soon as he showed his face, and within moments, he was surrounded by his pride mates. Slay got hugged and slapped on the back from all directions. He lost count of the number of times someone said, “Dear gods, we thought you were dead.”

In all that commotion, he couldn’t go anywhere and he got separated from Ro. He searched for her in the crowd, but the press of the bodies constrained him. Still, she must be nearby, as he could still breathe in her scent in the scramble of other people.

A moment later, somebody wrested him clear and dragged him into a bruising hug. He recognized Dom’s voice before Slay even glimpsed his face. “You could’ve let me know you were coming! I’m so glad you’re safe, the way we left things—”

“Can’t breathe,” he wheezed.

When Dom let go, he saw that his best friend looked a hell of a lot better than he had when he first came back from the seer’s retreat, no longer gaunt and haunted. And Slay wasn’t mad at him anymore. In fact, when he remembered how they’d fought, Slay figured that he should apologize. Now wasn’t the time, though; they could get a drink later.

Finally, he’d had enough of the crowded, impromptu welcome party. “We’ll talk more later, okay? We traveled light, so we need to buy some things.”

“Understood. Glad you’re back, brother.”

Don’t know if I’m staying—oh, right. Quickly he relayed the news about the election and passed on Chantisse’s message about wanting to sign the Pax Protocols.

Dom grinned when he finished. “Look at you, doing diplomacy.”

“Thanks, I hate it.” Raising his voice, he called, “Ro! Where are you?”

“I don’t want to intrude,” she said.

Despite looking in all directions, Slay couldn’t find her in the crowd, and he was about to start yelling when Dom gestured. People parted like magic to reveal Ro hanging back. Slay almost melted at her shy sweetness; he went straight to her side and wrapped an arm around her, guiding her away from the scrum without another look.

“Shall we? I was promised the endless excitement of watching you try on clothes.”

“That sounds fun to you?” she asked, seeming startled.

Slay smiled. “If you’re with me, it’ll be perfect.”
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Ro recalled the bombing of Ash Valley more than how pretty had it been before.

They’d rebuilt almost everything, and the shopping plaza looked as if it hadn’t been damaged much. She spun in a slow circle, marveling at the array of clothes—bright colors, an amazing variety of fabrics and style choices. There was so much to explore that she didn’t even know where to look first.

“See anything you like?” Slay asked.

“Lots of things. Where does it all come from?”

Slay seemed to know what she was worried about. “None of it’s from Golgerra.”

Rowena smiled. “I’m so glad. But I don’t want to—”

“Don’t worry about spending my money,” he cut in.

For Ro, it was like a holiday, trying on clothes while Slay sprawled in a chair near the fitting rooms, eyeing her up and down with lazy, heated appreciation. Honestly, the whole endeavor felt like foreplay, and she ended up with two bags of new clothes along with a collapsible pack to carry them in. It might not seem like a big deal to anyone else, but she’d never worn anything that she picked out before, never considered her favorite colors either.

“I like blue,” she said, pleating the fabric of the floaty dress she’d chosen to wear out of the store. It had a silvery pattern on the cloth, traceries of ivy or flower petals barely visible unless it caught the light and draped her body soft as a caress. She beamed as she twirled.

“You look fantastic,” Slay said with an appreciative gleam in his golden eyes.

“Thank you. I love it.”

“No need to thank me. This is the most fun I’ve had since before the war. Are we done?” He gestured toward the courtyard. “I’m curious to see what’s up at my place after all this time.”

Ro loved how Slay always took her hand; it seemed like instinct to him at this point. She squeezed his fingers and swung her arm as they stepped out of the shopping plaza, so different from the marketplaces in Golgerra. Here there were separate stores, everything shiny and glass instead of stone.

“I heard you were back.”

Ro surveyed the woman who had spoken, short and curvy with dark auburn hair and a lot of freckles. She seemed warm and friendly, but on second glance, there was definite tension in the way she held herself. In the undercity, Ro had learned to read the guards, determine their moods with one glimpse; it was a survival skill down there, but it often proved useful elsewhere. This woman’s expression—compressed mouth, a pinched line between her brows—suggested that she didn’t know how Slay would greet her.

“There’s no need for a news service,” he said with a half-smile. “Word of mouth works so damn fast.”

“Would’ve been even quicker if Joss wasn’t at Burnt Amber. Did you know? She’s mated to Callum McCrae now, if you can imagine.”

Slay stared, apparently rendered speechless for a few seconds. “Isn’t he a monk?”

“Used to be. Joss wants what she wants, you know how she is.” The woman shrugged, seeming equal measures amused and exasperated by the person they were discussing.

He let out of a soft chuckle and some of the tension dispersed, at least from Ro’s perspective. “Hell yeah I do. There’s no stopping her.”

“I’m glad you’re safe,” the woman said quietly. “We missed you.”

“Yeah?” Slay didn’t sound sure of that.

“Would it be awkward if we hugged?” she asked.

After a brief hesitation, he answered, “It would be weirder if we didn’t.”

Ro had an odd feeling as Slay wrapped his arms around this woman. Suddenly she remembered where she’d seen this lady. She had presided over various events with Dominic Asher, and if she was Dominic’s mate, that meant she was the person who’d broken Slay’s heart. Fortunately for Rowena’s peace of mind, Slay didn’t linger over the embrace.

When he stepped back, he pulled Rowena forward, settling the sting in her heart. “This is Rowena. You might’ve met her during the conclave. She was part of Alastor’s honor guard.”

“You’re on first name terms with the Golgoth prince now?” the woman asked.

“Alastor doesn’t use his title anymore,” Rowena said.

“This is Pru Bristow. Or is it Asher now?” Slay didn’t sound heartbroken, merely curious, but this whole encounter made Ro feel twitchy, like maybe she should lick him to establish that he was hers now.

He is, right?

“I did a hyphen. Nice to meet you,” Pru said.

Suddenly, Ro flashed on a moment of epiphany and she could’ve hugged Pru in gratitude. Words bubbled in her throat, dying to be spoken, but Slay responded first. “Evidently I should’ve introduced her as Pru Bristow-Asher.” In a softer tone he added, “My first love.”

I’ll be his last.

Rowena offered her hand and shook Pru’s with real appreciation. “Thank you for loving him. And…thank you for leaving him.”

The other woman blinked. Probably this wasn’t good etiquette, but she hadn’t learned manners in the undercity. Rather, she’d learned to survive all costs.

“Excuse me?” Pru said.

“I mean it. If you hadn’t, there wouldn’t be any space for me now. So thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

“No…problem?” Pru didn’t seem sure what her response ought to be here.

Ro didn’t much care if she’d discomfited the other woman. She wasn’t jealous of their shared past because she trusted that Slay’s future belonged to her. Maybe one day, she and Pru could even be friends, though she wasn’t the best at making them. Witness my awkward efforts with Sheyla Halek. At any rate, Dom and Pru were important to Slay, so she’d try her best to gain their regard too.

“We’ll see you later.” Slay slung an arm around Ro’s shoulder and herded her past the shopping plaza, possibly hoping to avoid another welcome-back mob.

He guided her to a different part of the settlement, through a garden that was starting to bloom. She’d stayed elsewhere during her brief sojourn in Ash Valley, not in the flats that residents called home. The building had clearly been damaged during the explosions, but they’d repaired the steps and shored up the walls. It was interesting to walk upstairs from the ground, certainly not what she was used to, and there were so many windows.

On the fourth floor, Slay went to the third door and keyed in a code. Opening the door revealed a sunny space with pale walls, yellow and red accents, and a plaid sofa draped with handmade coverlets. She could see several doors—private bedrooms and bathrooms perhaps—along with a kitchen directly adjacent to the living area.

“Not a speck of dust anywhere,” Slay said. “It’s been months. I should’ve known Pru would do this much for me. She cleaned Dom’s place for years while he was the seer’s retreat.”

“Is it like you remembered?” Ro asked.

“More or less. There are a few things missing, probably broken in the bombing. Our family photos are a bit battered and they’re in different frames.”

She crossed the room to join him, perusing a montage of pictures that showed Slay and two parents, then when he was small, the father stopped appearing in the scenes, and as he grew, it showed only him standing beside his mother. She had been a tall, striking woman with fierce eyes, and she always had her hand on Slay’s shoulder, like she was reminding him that he belonged to her. Maybe Rowena was assuming too much, but it seemed like his mother would’ve caused problems for anyone he introduced to her.

Gently Ro touched the edge of the wooden frame. “I don’t even know how my father looked.” I hope he’s dead, along with the rest of Tycho’s dogs.

“I wish I didn’t,” Slay said sharply.

“Did he abandon you?”

“That’s exactly the right word. I don’t even know if he’s still alive.”

“Do you ever wish he’d visit?” she asked.

“When I was small, I did. Listening to my mother cry herself to sleep every night, I’d pray for him to come back. Eventually I stopped hoping for anything at all where he was concerned.” Slay spoke the words like he was grinding glass with his molars.

Ro slipped her arms around him, hugging him from the back. “We’re both alone. If you want, I’ll be your family.”

Was that a proposal?

Slay would be so pissed if he missed his chance because Ro was braver and bolder. He turned slowly in her arms and drew her close.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea? My feelings for you aren’t remotely fraternal.”

She flushed in adorable fashion and laughed, tucking her face against his chest. Then she said, “I didn’t mean it that way. Just…we’ve both lost our mothers. Mine told me my father was one of the guards, but she never said which one. And yours left when you were little. We have to stick together, right? It only makes sense.” To punctuate the point, she kissed his chin.

Gods but he loved how easily she touched him now. He couldn’t get enough of her feel, her warmth, or her scent. “I’m on board with that.”

Desire struck fast and hard, digging in until he couldn’t breathe for the force of it. He wanted to sweep her off to his bed and keep her there for days. Instead, he kissed her tenderly and carried her bags into his bedroom, assuming she wouldn’t want to sleep in the room his mother had used.

Damn but it would be tough to see if her personal effects needed to be cleared out. Things had been too much of a mess after the bombing, and then he got taken. So there was no telling what might be in there. Quickly he made room in his closet and emptied a drawer for Ro. She had so little that she unpacked in two minutes. Then Slay braced himself and took a deep breath before opening the door to his mother’s room.

Like the rest of the flat, it was spotless, no dust marring any of the gleaming furniture. Even the rug had been neatly swept, so that the pile all flowed in the same direction. Most of the personal objects had been removed, but there was a small box at the bottom of the closet labeled “Precious Memories”, stuff that Pru had thought he might want to keep.

She did so much for me, our whole time together, and I took it for granted that she was supposed to. I have to apologize before we leave.

Ro popped into the doorway, seeming tentative. “This room was your mother’s?”

He nodded. Since he didn’t want to live in these memories, he stepped past her and drew Ro back into the living room, closing the door behind them. There were a few loose ends for him to tie up here in Ash Valley. He’d passed on Chantisse’s message to Dom, but he still needed to resign as second and talk to Sheyla’s family.

And then…what?

Well, he’d discuss it with Ro, because the only non-negotiable aspect was being with her. Whatever she wanted to do, he’d find some way to make it work.

“If you don’t mind, I need to talk to some people before I call it a day. I don’t like putting things off, so—”

“You don’t need to explain,” Ro said gently. “I’m not scared and I’m not a little kid. Is it okay if I get some food? I saw some restaurants on the way here.”

“That would be great.” He dug up his spare pay fob. “You can use this to buy anything you want or need. I’ll see you in a bit.”

As Slay left, he made a mental to-do list:

•    Apologize to Dom and resign as second

•    Apologize to Pru and thank her for everything

•    Try to make Sheyla’s family understand her feelings

Not necessarily in that order.

Slay stopped by Sheyla’s house first, after checking the flat and building number. Her parents were both out, but her youngest brother was home. That might be for the best.

“You’re back!” the boy said.

Hell, he didn’t even remember this kid’s name. Seemed like everybody knew Slay, though. Maybe once he had enjoyed being the center of attention, but these days he didn’t have a hole in the center of him anymore, craving affection from all angles.

To the best of his recollection, he repeated Sheyla’s message verbatim, down to the line about preferring a short time with Alastor to a lifetime with anyone else. The boy listened with a serious expression and then finally said, “I’ll make them understand. When we talk to her next, I’ll put her mind at ease, I promise.”

“Thanks.”

Next, he headed for Pru and Dom’s place. She answered his knock quickly, her eyes widening as she stepped back to wave him in. “Did you have more to say?” she asked.

Standing in the center of the room, he processed the changes to the home she shared with Dom and her dad. It was more cluttered now, photos of the three of them here and there. Her dad looked better as did Dom; they’d both put on weight.

“Mostly, I want to apologize,” he said.

Pru stared, touching a hand to her chest. “…you do?”

Slay took a breath. “I’m not saying you did everything right, but I get it. And I understand why you thought I’d decided you were expendable.” He lifted a shoulder. “Just want to say that I’m sorry I didn’t treat you better when we were together and I regret keeping you in limbo for so long. You were good to me, Pru. And I know what I lost when you went to Dom. I know what I’ve gained too.”

“Are you apologizing or bragging that you’ve moved on?” she asked, laughing.

He grinned. “Both?”

“Want some tea?” It was such a careful invitation but a sincere one.

Shaking his head, he answered, “I need to find Dom. I owe him an apology too.”

“Then…he’s probably at the security office trying to get a handle on the new chief. He misses Mags a lot, I think.”

“Thanks for cleaning my place,” he said, turning toward the door. “Because I know damn well it was you. In fact…thanks for everything.”

She regarded him with a faintly troubled expression. “You make it sound so final, like I’ll never see you again. Are you leaving soon?”

That depends on Ro. “Dunno. Maybe.”

As Slay reached for the door handle, Pru said in a wistful tone, “It was never me, was it? Not really.”

I definitely left scars on her heart.

Spinning, Slay faced her for one last truth. “I did love you. But it was a careful, selfish sort of love. I wanted to have you and please my mother and I refused to take a side. Back then, I was a jar with the cap screwed tightly on, so nothing could get in or out. After I was taken, I learned that I’d been living all wrong. The top of me got knocked off and I realized how empty I’d been. And then…I met Ro.”

“Wow,” Dom said, nearly knocking Slay down with the door as he strode in. “That was quite a speech, brother. I guess you’ve met the love of your life.”

“Oh hell.” He scraped a palm across his bristly jaw. “You heard all that?”

“You’ve become all introspective,” Dom teased.

“I hate you.” He narrowed his eyes, trying to make his pal think he was contemplating a punch. Not that he’d ever scrap with Dom again in anger.

Undeterred, Dom pulled Slay into a ferocious hug. “You love me.”

With a sigh, he admitted, “I do, yeah. Missed you too. And I’m sorry I made you fight me. That was…not the most mature move.”

“We’re good. We’ll always be good,’ Dom said.

Slay squared his shoulders, pleased with the segue. “I’m glad to hear that…because as of this moment, I’m resigning as your second.”
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Left to her own devices, Rowena let herself out of the flat, pay fob in hand.

She’d memorized the door code when Slay keyed it in earlier, part of her habit of noting details that might prove critical to her survival later. It hadn’t even occurred to him to wonder how she’d get back into the apartment if she finished with her errand before he did. Clearly Slay’s life had been a lot easier than hers, but it reassured her that maybe one day she could take comfort and security for granted. As of now, she didn’t even take the sun and sky for granted.

Ro traipsed downstairs and wandered through the garden. Families played together on the grass, a field of green she couldn’t even have imagined in the undercity. Among the Animari, there was a beautiful range of skin tones, much different than the pallor of Golgerra. She walked idly for a while, basking in the sunshine and listening to the laughter of children.

In time, she headed for a pretty café she’d spotted while shopping with Slay. Back in Hallowell, she’d glimpsed Alastor and Sheyla drinking hot spiced tea and eating sugared fry bread; she’d wished that she could share such a moment with someone special. Her heart fluttered a little, putting herself in that scene with Slay.

Does he even like sugared fry bread or hot spiced tea?

They’d shared so much, but at the same time, it had been during a high-stress period, so maybe now that things were calm, they would find that they didn’t have too much in common. Or possibly she was borrowing trouble. Deep in thought, she nearly bumped into the café door. Abashed, she pushed it open and breathed in the incredible aroma of fresh bread and various sweets. She read the menu with care because everything about this experience felt brand new.

“Can I help you?” a boy asked from behind the glass case.

Rowena perused all manner of sandwiches, fresh cut fruits and sliced vegetables, and various drinks available. She studied each choice with dawning wonder. Supply lines must be open again, or they wouldn’t have so much amazing food on offer.

“Miss?” the clerk prompted.

“Is it okay if I look over my options for a bit?” People probably came in knowing exactly what they wanted, so her indecisiveness must seem strange.

Yet the boy only smiled at her and settled down on the stool behind the counter. “Sure, just let me know when you’re ready to order.”

This would probably seem simple to anyone else. Walk into a restaurant, order food. But Ro had never been given so much freedom or so many alternatives in her life. Was this how it would be from now? She didn’t even know what her preferences were.

Holy shit. I just learned that I like the color blue.

Finally she said, “Do you have hot spiced tea?”

“We do. Flavors here.” He handed her a printed card and she skimmed it.

“One lemon twist and one green goer, please.” She didn’t know what either of those were, but the names sounded fun. “And two turkey club sandwiches and a fruit bowl. Oh and two big cookies. Those right there. Is that okay?”

The young man raised a brow. “I mean, yes. It’s fine, you’re the one eating it. Wait, sorry, that was rude. I’ll have your food ready soon. For here or to go?”

“To go, please.” She handed over the pay fob like she did this every day.

The attendant touched it to the screen, it beeped, and then he handed it back. In all honesty, she had no idea how any of this worked, but she guessed there was a record of how much money Slay had and using the pay fob deducted funds somehow and they would be transferred to the café account.

There’s so much I need to learn.

Suddenly, she realized that was what she wanted to do. She had no formal education; in her early life, she’d been taught by her mother or people at the comfort house. She’d learned a bit more from Alastor, and she had read as much as she could when she had access to books, but those opportunities had been few and far between. Probably there were hurdles to jump across before she could study…anything, but maybe—

“Order up!” the young man called. His words didn’t help her understand what he meant, but she got the message when he set two paper bags on the counter.

“Thank you very much,” she said.

The vendor leaned on the counter, flashing her a brilliant smile. “I haven’t seen you around here before. I’m Darvid, by the way.”

“Nice to meet you.” That was what Pru had said, so it was probably the polite response.

Ro hoped that Darvid didn’t ask for more information because she didn’t wish to be identified as different this fast. Being unknown was better; nobody here had any idea about her past, and she’d rather keep it that way.

“If you’ll be staying for a while, maybe we could get to know each other better.” The boy was handsome like a young fawn, big brown eyes and coppery skin. “Hand me your phone, I’ll input my number.”

“Not a chance in hell,” said Slay just as Rowena replied, “I don’t have a phone.”

I should get one.

He smirked as he kissed the side of her head and plucked the two bags off the counter. “I can’t leave you alone for five minutes, woman. You’re already making me sweat the competition?” To the young man, he added, “Take a hike, Halek.”

The boy glared at Slay. “I work here, you should be the one to leave.”

Ro ignored the interplay, pondering why that surname sounded so familiar. “Wait, are you Sheyla’s little brother? It really is nice to meet you!”

The boy grinned. “So you didn’t mean it when you said it before?”

She laughed more with her eyes than with her mouth and decided not to answer. Slay nudged her gently. “Enough flirting, I’m starved. Let’s go already.”

“Are you jealous?” she asked, delighted.

“Yes.” A blunt response, spoken with a delicious little snarl. “Darvid is harmless and I still want to pull his head off. He should’ve been able to smell me on you.”

Rowena blinked. “You know that’s weird, right?”

“It’s an Animari thing.” Slay nudged the door open, perfectly casual.

“How did you find me, by the way?”

Since his hands were full, she linked her arm with his, something she’d seen couples in Hallowell do. Back then, she was so busy, drilling with the troops, keeping morale up after Ded nearly died, that she hardly had time to breathe.

At last I can make up for lost time.

“Another Animari thing. I could find you in a forest in the dark,” Slay said.

“Should I be happy about that or concerned?” Ro teased.

“I’ll let you be the judge of that.”

As they headed back to the apartment, she decided it was reassuring. Ro hurried ahead to key open the door, noticing that Slay never questioned how she knew the code. She held the door for him and hurried in after to watch in delight as he unpacked the first meal she’d ever bought on her own. Not with my money, but one step at a time.

“Ready to eat?” Slay asked, setting out the food.

She picked up the two cups, peering at them with great interest. “I’m so excited. Do you want the lemon twist or green goer?”

“The fuck is that?” Slay asked.

Rowena shrugged and set one down with a grin. “Too slow, I’m taking the lemon twist.”

“Whatever you want, love.”

Her heart twisted in the best possible way. “You’re so getting laid after I digest my food.”

“Promise?” With a grin, Slay took a huge bite of the turkey sandwich.

He recalled the grim days after the bombing when there was hardly any food to be had, just endless pots of that awful soup. Thanks to Ro, returning to Ash Valley hadn’t been as terrible or tragic as Slay had feared. Even the awkwardness with Dom and Pru had been blunted by the fact that they didn’t need to feel guilty about being happy together when he was miserable and alone. Thanks to Ro, he was neither, anymore.

“I might take a nap too. But once I’m rested, definitely. Maybe even twice.”

“How am I supposed to eat when I’m so hungry for you?” Slay pounced on her, tugging her into his lap and biting gently down the side of her neck.

It wasn’t until afterward that he realized he could’ve scared her with that maneuver, but instead she clung to him and giggled, waving her sandwich around.

She really fucking trusts me.

“Eat your food.” She pushed the turkey club against his mouth and he snapped up half of it playfully.

“You thought I wouldn’t? Don’t underestimate me.”

With mock defiance, she maintained eye contact and devoured the rest and then she fed him cut pieces of fruit: orange segments, apple slices, grapes, and cubes of melon. Slay savored each morsel, licking the juice from each finger. He couldn’t remember when he’d been this happy, no complications, nothing to fear about the future. His only worry was whether she’d stay with him for good.

“I would never,” she said with overly innocent eyes.

Those eyes…

Ro could entice an entire legion to their doom with a glance. Lucan had lost his mind because she didn’t love him, and Tycho Vega let an obsession with her drag him down the path of cruelty and madness. Some assholes would blame Ro for that, because she was beautiful. And Slay would like to punch all of them in the nuts. Then he lost coherent thought when she kissed the spot behind his ear and it took him a minute to remember what he was about to say.

“You know, back in Golgerra when they said you could be queen, it scared me shitless.”

She cocked her head. “What? Why?”

“Because then everything would be on your shoulders. You spent most of your life there, and I want more for you now.”

“That’s so sweet,” she said.

Slay enjoyed the kiss she gave him—on the mouth this time. “But I was completely willing to be your knight, if you’d chosen to take on that responsibility.”

“You’d carry my banner and fight for me?” Her silver-gray eyes shone like moonlight.

“To the death, my queen.”

Slay gazed at Ro until he couldn’t see clearly; her face blurred when he leaned in to kiss her. With Animari reflexes, he caught the half-empty fruit container and put it aside as she wrapped her arms around his neck. Slay pulled her astride his lap, already hard as a steel pylon. Ro squirmed while they kissed, and he tasted the sweetness of apples and grapes on her tongue.

Gods but she feels good.

“I thought you planned to take a nap,” he whispered, running his teeth along the sensitive skin of her throat.

“Suddenly I’m not sleepy. You were starving before. Still hungry?”

“You have no idea,” Slay growled.

Boldly she stood up and pulled her new dress over her head; Slay was amused when she folded it with tender, loving hands and placed it carefully on a side table. It was so typical of Ro. Even in the middle of passionate foreplay, she was careful with things that were precious to her.

Only when she was done did she finish stripping off her sexy new underwear and settle on his lap again. He loved her this way, naked and fearless. Gently he ran his hands down her back, framing the graceful curve and the delicate flare of her hips. She had the softest skin, pale in contrast to the gold of his. When summer came, she’d probably burn.

When she shifted, slowly gliding her pussy against his eager cock, his eyes almost rolled back in his head. So good. Trying to control himself, he held her hips and let her move as she wanted. At this rate, he might come before getting inside her and that was completely fine.

“That’s gorgeous, Ro. Use me.”

“Would you kiss me?” she whispered.

“You don’t even need to ask.”

Slay started with a soft, intimate kiss, all clinging lips and questing tongue, and he felt her physical response. Her juices wet his cock as he fucked her mouth with his tongue. Her breath came in soft little pants that he drank down until she pulled her swollen lips free and pushed up, setting her tits at mouth-level.

“You want those kissed next?”

“Please,” she whispered.

He was careful at first, almost chaste, but when she dug her fingers into his head with growing urgency, he sucked on her nipples, back and forth, teasing her relentlessly. She rolled her hips in response and he petted her from head to toe, lingering in the slickness between her thighs. Ro made an adorable sound when he grazed her clit, so he did it again.

“I’m aching so much. Please.”

“With my fingers, mouth, or cock?”

“All of those. But…your mouth first?” She sounded like she was asking him, not stating a preference, but he couldn’t wait another minute to make her come.

“Enough playing,” he bit out.

Like he’d wanted to before, he swept her off to bed and fell backward, pulling her onto his face. It would be better for her this way, her weight giving her more leverage and control. At first she was awkward, her motions jerky as she rubbed against his mouth and chin and he licked her up and down, occasionally bringing his fingers into the mix.

“Oh.” She paused, adjusted her angle and started moving again, slower this time.

He could tongue her clit, barely, when she rubbed downward, and the first time she let out a little scream. Ro panted, trying to get there, but he could tell she was getting too worked up, stiff and frantic, and possibly overstimulated.

“Relax, love. It’s okay if you can’t. Just let yourself feel good.”

He slipped a finger inside her, rubbing her softly from the inside. She jerked and shifted forward, so he fastened his lips on her clit, alternating the sucks and licks until an uncontrollable whimper squeaked out of her. He fingerfucked her slowly while dragging the orgasm out of her.

Her head fell back, hair spilling down her back, and she tightened on his fingers, her wetness filling his mouth. When she collapsed, he caught her, snuggling her close and tight.

“You didn’t come yet,” she gasped.

“I’d rather do that again ten times,” Slay said. “Maybe you don’t know this about me yet, but I’m more into giving than receiving.”

“I still want to reciprocate. I do. But is it okay if I take that nap first?” she asked sleepily.
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It was late morning when Rowena woke.

She still wasn’t used to the luxury of sleeping in a bed. Sometimes it seemed entirely too soft, but last night, she’d fallen into a blissful stupor. Without reciprocating as she’d promised.

Slay didn’t seem like the type to hold it against her, at least. Carefully, she rolled over in his arms. He had been spooned up behind her, his face buried in her hair again. His eyes were closed, lashes thick and black against his cheeks. Dark stubble lined his jaw, giving him a rugged look. His chin was strong, his cheekbones carved like masterful stonework, but she liked his thick brows most of all. When she first met him, his head had been shorn like every other new prisoner. It had been long enough that his hair was growing back in unruly curls.

Carefully, she brushed the strands away, smoothing them between her fingers. Light as a feather, she dusted her fingertips down the slope of his magnificent nose, then grazed his full lower lip. He truly was so beautiful that her heart ached just looking at him. Snuggling against the pillow—another unfamiliar comfort—she delighted in gazing at his face.

As Ro drank him in, Slay opened his eyes suddenly and touched his nose to hers, finishing with a kiss on her chin. “Can’t get enough of me, huh?”

“Not even slightly.”

“We’re not locked up together anymore,” Slay said quietly. “You could go anywhere or do anything.”

A chilly feeling settled into her soul. “Are you trying to get rid of me?”

“What? No! I was just saying, you’re not tied to Golgerra anymore and I’m not the second in Ash Valley. No limits, no obligations. Have you thought about the future at all?”

“I just woke up. The only thing I thought about is how much I like your face.” A sudden thought struck her. “You resigned! How did they take it?”

“Dom protested and said he can’t do without me, but honestly that’s more because we’re friends than because I’m particularly good at the job. I told him I’d help him pick some candidates as my successor before we leave.”

“Where are you going?” Ro asked.

“That’s what we need to figure out.” Slay sat up and stretched, rubbed the grit from his eyes. “By the way, I have a favor to ask.”

Ro didn’t even need to think before answering, “Anything. Name it.”

He aimed a lazy grin in her general direction. “I could get used to this.”

“Please do. What do you need?”

Sobering, Slay explained, “There’s a guy named Eamon, friend of Pru’s more than mine, but I’m concerned about him too.”

She could tell Slay was struggling to get the words right, so she covered his hand with hers. “Don’t worry about my reaction. Just explain what you need from me.”

He relaxed, wrapping his fingers around hers, a gesture that always moved her. “Eamon was held by your people for a long time, taken in a skirmish when he was young. He hasn’t been home that long, relatively speaking. We got him back in exchange for some tech that Tycho really wanted before the conclave exploded.”

“Oh,” she said, suddenly understanding a lot more than he’d articulated. “I’m so sorry.”

“You and I have both been through it, gotten out of the undercity. But Eamon, it’s like he never left. He’s still trapped there in his head. Last I knew, he was afraid to leave his flat, and I was hoping you’d go with me to talk to him.”

Ro closed her eyes, aching for the wounds this man had suffered. She could imagine all too well what Eamon had experienced as a prisoner. The injuries inflicted by Tycho’s regime would take a long time to heal, if they ever did. Truthfully, it was nothing short of a miracle that Ash Valley had successfully negotiated Eamon’s release, as the tyrant had hated relinquishing anything once he grabbed hold of it.

“I’m happy to go with you. After breakfast? I would like to try making you some food, though I haven’t used a stove too often. Most of what I made was in the field as we marched.”

“The fact that you want to cook for me is already incredible.” Slay seemed to mean those words, and the warmth permeated to her bones.

She rose onto her knees and kissed his nose again. “Take a shower, my love.” Was that too daring? “I’ll see what’s in the cupboards.”

Slay’s eyes flashed molten gold, maybe over the endearment. “Probably not a lot. The fridge was empty last night, and I wasn’t sure how long we were staying, so—”

“No worries. Let’s discuss that after we visit your friend.”

Slay kissed the top of her head and rolled out of bed, offering an excellent view of his bitable ass. Ro admired it until the bathroom door closed behind him, then she put on one of his shirts and headed to the kitchen. As he’d predicted, there was nothing in the refrigerator except ice in the freezer section. The cupboards yielded better results; she found a box of powdered milk, a tin of oats, and a packet of dried fruit. Happy with her find, she got out a pot and measured the water and oats, two to one ratio. She’d made this on a tripod over a fire before, so it should taste okay.

Dried fruit, pinch of sugar, a few spoons of milk powder…

By the time Slay finished washing up, she had steaming bowls of oatmeal ready, and she was happy with how it turned out, creamy and sweet, not bad for a meal created from almost nothing. He seemed amazed as he joined her at the table.

“I honestly didn’t think you’d find anything. You’re incredible!”

“How is it?” she asked, feeling unaccountably shy.

He ate the first spoonful with apparent relish. “Creamy. Sweet. Would you hit me if I added ‘just like you’?”

Ro grinned. “Try it and find out. But I know you didn’t just compare me to a bowl of oatmeal.” She raised her spoon in a mock threatening move.

This is how life should be, laughter at mealtimes over silly things.

“Thanks for breakfast, Ro. I’ve never woken up with someone like this before. And…I’m really into it.”

Startled, she paused mid-bite. “I thought you were with Pru for a long time. Or that’s the impression I got. She didn’t sleep over or cook for you?”

He grimaced a little. “Yeah, I did a lot of shit wrong back then.”

“Everyone does,” she said, returning to her breakfast. “And they learn from their mistakes. I don’t know how you were before, but I’m awed by the person you are now.”

Slay reached across the table, took her hand, and pressed a kiss into her palm. “If you don’t stop being so irresistible, I’m taking you back to bed and licking this oatmeal off you.”

Ro raised a brow and shook her head. “That doesn’t sound remotely enticing.”

He sighed. “I keep trying to make oatmeal sexy, but it can’t be done. I’m sorry.”

“Porridge is not seductive, but it’s filling and nutritious. Eat your breakfast!” Pensively, she added, “I feel like I should tell you that I’m not interested in bringing food into our sex lives. I find it disgusting and so wasteful. Is that disappointing?”

Slay laughed. “I can live without smearing stuff on you, I swear.”

“That’s good,” Rowena said firmly. “Because it’s a line I’m not crossing. Let me eat, shower, and then we can go see Eamon.”

Slay loved watching Ro get dressed.

Not because he wanted her body covered up, but she took such pleasure in picking her next outfit that he basked in that vicarious joy. Today, she had on white dress with lace sleeves. When she moved, it offered tantalizing glimpses of skin. She tied her hair up, revealing the graceful nape of her neck.

“You look gorgeous,” he said, when she sent him a look entreating his opinion.

Ro tilted her head, seeming startled. “How’d you know?”

He paused. How did I know? The mate bond suggested itself as an answer, but he had a certain order in his head dictating how he approached their future. He wouldn’t declare his love impulsively like so many of his other moves.

So Slay lifted a shoulder. “Dunno. I just did. Eamon lives nearby.”

He led the way, but Ro held onto his hand, swinging their arms like she couldn’t be happier, even though this wouldn’t be an easy talk. Hell, her scent might freak Eamon out, but Slay hoped that her Eldritch aspect would let the man cope long enough to hear her out.

Really, he had no idea if Rowena could do any good, but she said the right things to Slay. So why not give it a shot? If Eamon showed any distress, they’d book it out of his space.

“You’re thinking hard,” she said, as they climbed the steps to Eamon’s floor.

Unlike other flats nearby, Eamon’s door was reinforced with metal bands. It would take heavy machinery or a battering ram to break it down. Well, that or a rhino demon shock trooper like those that laid waste to the inner gates of Golgerra.

“Just hoping that I made the right call.”

“I’ll leave if he doesn’t want me there,” Ro promised.

Nodding, Slay knocked briskly, then called, “Hey, bro! Don’t know if you heard, but I’m back. Do you feel like letting us in for a bit?”

With Slay’s sharp ears, he caught movement inside, the other man approaching the door with his customary caution. “Us?”

“I wanted to introduce you to someone special,” Slay said.

She spoke without being prompted. “My name is Rowena. It’s fine if you don’t want me to come in. I realize that I’m a stranger.”

“I’m having a good day, and I haven’t seen Slay in forever. Everyone thought—”

“That I was dead?” Slay supplied.

“Pretty much. Caio suggested having a funeral for you, but neither Dom nor Pru were having it. To hear Pru tell it, there was quite the dustup.”

“You stay remarkably in the loop for somebody who never leaves home,” Slay said, as multiple locks and bolts turned on the other side of the door.

To Slay, Eamon looked much the same when the door widened enough to allow them to slip inside. Quickly, the other man shut and fastened the chain behind them, though he didn’t turn all the bolts. The apartment was exactly as Slay recalled with all the windows covered and paintings lined up all over the place in various stages of completion.

“You’re an artist,” Ro said, kneeling to examine a portrait near the door.

She was careful not to touch anything, Slay noticed, and she straightened without making any sudden movements. Eamon didn’t approach either of them or offer a handshake; Slay knew better than to hug the guy. Like Ro, Eamon didn’t do casual contact, and now that Slay had walked a mile in the other man’s shoes, he could relate to his issues better. Before, he hadn’t been great at seeing shit from someone else’s point of view.

I was kinda an asshole, honestly.

“I don’t have any training,” Eamon said, “but it helps me process.”

Rowena indicated a work across the room. “I love the colors in that one.”

“Thanks.” Eamon gave the right response in abstraction, eyes locked on her. “You don’t have to answer if you prefer not to, but…you’re not Animari, are you?”

Slay read Ro’s tension; she didn’t enjoy being singled out and she didn’t like talking about her heritage. Normally, he wouldn’t ask her to either, but Eamon had to know, or her words wouldn’t reach him. Assuming they even could.

“My mother was Eldritch,” she said quietly. “She told me that my father was a Golgoth guard in the undercity.”

Eamon flinched at the mere mention of the word, his eyes widening. He even took a step back, trembling visibly. Ro didn’t stir or try to reassure him. Maybe she knew instinctively how to respond because she lived with similar trauma.

“How long were you there?” Eamon’s question came in a whisper.

Slay realized he might be superfluous but leaving would distract the other two. He hoped that his familiarity could serve as a buffer and would keep Eamon calm, hopefully long enough for Ro and Eamon to talk. Best I can do is stay still and quiet, try not to ruin the moment.

“My entire life,” Ro said softly. “Until I participated in a failed rebellion. I was about to be executed when Alastor saved me. At that point, I joined his honor guard, and we eventually fought beside him in the war under the banner of the Exiles.”

Closing his eyes, Eamon visibly wrestled a horde of terrible memories. “I can’t forget what happened to me there.”

“They experimented on you,” Ro said, a statement, not a question.

Eamon snapped alert; he seemed startled by her surety, even taking a step toward her. “How do you know?”

“They were obsessed with taking Animari hostages, trying to develop a serum that would allow Golgoth soldiers to heal like the Animari do. They never got it right, and now the program is no more. You may not have heard, but the undercity was flooded, and there are no more prisoners in Golgerra. My friend Chantisse has been elected as prime minister in the first democratic election. The old ways are no more.”

“No prisoners. No experiments. No torture. No work detail.” Eamon let out a ragged sigh, tipping his face toward the dusty ceiling. “Weren’t you scared when you left? If you spent your whole life down there.”

“Terrified,” Ro admitted. “I sobbed and shook the first week after we left the city. I couldn’t get used to the open spaces, and the sky terrified me. The sun was something I’d heard of, but it scared me too. Pretty much everything was horrifying to me. Until it wasn’t. I kept telling myself that I had no choice, I had to cope to repay Alastor for my life. I didn’t have the option of hiding, so I did what I had to, one minute at a time.”

“I feel like you’re judging me,” Eamon said, after a brief silence.

Slay bristled. He hadn’t taken it that way but he managed to keep quiet. Ro could handle herself, and if he snapped, Eamon would kick them both out.

Ro waved both hands in a negating gesture. “I’m sorry for sounding like that. I’m conveying my experiences. If I’d had a safe place to go, maybe I would still be holed up like a badger. Heal at your own pace, and don’t let anyone tell you when is long enough.”

Eamon took another step toward Ro, his voice soft. “Thank you.”

She added, “I will say this, though. If you don’t try to move on, you’re the one who will suffer for it.”

“What do you suggest?” Eamon asked.

Rowena seemed to consider, then replied, “Maybe…think of one thing you want to do more than you wish to hide. Then try.”

Slay held his breath, because already Ro had gotten further with Eamon than anyone else. Everything hinged on Eamon’s response, though.

“What if I fail?” the other man asked.

Ro answered immediately, “Try again. Failure is the step before success, right? And incremental progress is still progress. If you keep at it, one day you might find that you’ve gone further than you imagined you could. I believe in you.”

“Would it be okay if I hugged you?” Eamon asked Rowena.

In answer, she opened her arms. It was a ginger, tentative embrace on both sides, and Eamon scrambled away afterward like a skittish cat. Slay didn’t even feel jealous.

“Good talk,” Slay said. “We shouldn’t outstay our welcome, though.”

Eamon held up a hand. “Stay a moment longer, please?”

“As you like,” Ro agreed.

Slay stared in disbelief. For the first time in forever, Eamon pulled the blackout shade from one of the windows.

“This is the first step,” he said to Ro. “I want to see the sunrise.”
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Awed, Ro watched as sunlight streamed into the dingy flat, highlighting how much had been hidden in the shadows.

Eamon was breathing hard, but he didn’t put the cover back. “I need to do some cleaning,” he said, eyes narrowed against the light.

“Get to it, bro. We’re off,” Slay answered.

Ro went to the door and waited for Eamon to remove the chain. This was his space, and he should feel in control here, even as he prepared to take steps to rejoin the wider world. She waved and left before Slay, letting him catch up to her on the stairs.

“There’s somewhere else I’d like to take you,” Slay said.

“Then let’s go.”

Lacing hands with the one she loved, Ro enjoyed strolling through the park with the sun shining down. There was a gazebo in the center with a family enjoying a picnic. A profusion of plants lined the stone pathway, a few had tiny yellow and white blooms already.

“The long winter’s finally at an end,” she said softly. “We missed the spring thaw and it’s nearly summer now.”

“You brought the sunshine, love.”

“I can’t even believe the things you say.” Her cheeks felt delightfully warm, a combination of his flirty words and the sunlight on her skin.

“My heart is warm because of you. And it’s hot in my pants, too.”

Speechless, Rowena stared at him, trying to decide if she should laugh or hit him. “That’s enough out of you. Where are we going anyway?”

“You’ll see.” With a mysterious gleam in his golden eyes, he tugged her toward an imposing structure built of pale glass and stone.

Inside, there were hundreds of square niches filled with mementos, photos in frames and trinkets, dried flowers, and personal treasures. She gathered that this site commemorated the lost. Slay wore a somber look, his free hand curled into a fist at his side as he came to a stop before one of the memorials.

Ro recognized the woman from the family photos in Slay’s apartment. “We’re visiting your mother?”

“I wanted to do this here. Since I can’t ask her for approval, this is the next best thing.” Slay dropped to one knee and pulled out a ring box. “We’ve been through so much together, and I’m sure of only one thing—that I love you more than life and I want to spend the rest of mine with you, no matter where we are or what we’re doing. Are you willing to stick with me?”

Tears spilled down Rowena’s cheeks, and she reached out to pull him to his feet. “This is the first and last time you ever kneel to me, okay? I’m not sure why you did that, but I don’t like seeing you plead for anything, not even me.”

“That’s not an answer!”

“Of course it’s a yes. I’ve been wondering for a while if you want to be with me, but I was so scared of asking. Because what if you didn’t? What if—”

“Thanks for letting me do the big move,” he said huskily. “I needed to be the one, you know? You can take the lead in other stuff, but I needed you to know that I’m willing to lay my heart on the line.”

“I love you,” she said, delighted that she finally could. “I love you so much. I love your chin and your nose and your laugh and your ridiculous attempts to be sexy.”

“Hey, I am sexy.”

Ro grinned. “True, but your idea of dirty talk could use some work. I mean, oatmeal?”

He hugged her close, and she reveled in receiving such open affection. “You’re keeping me anyway, right? No take backs.”

“You could try to seduce me with unripe persimmons and I wouldn’t budge.”

“That’s a powerful statement,” he said. “And here’s another one. I know you went by Van Alastor before, but if you want, you can take my last name. Your choice, though.”

“Oh, Slay. I’d love that.” Ro eased back a little, studying the stern woman in the photo. “Would she like me, do you think?”

His hesitation said everything, and she was glad he didn’t lie when he finally shook his head. “Honestly, she’d be furious with me for picking you. She cared so much about the strength and purity of our bloodline that it’s gross as I reflect on it. At the time, I just wanted to make her happy, for her to be proud of me. But if she’d loved me in a more generous way, she would’ve wanted me to be happy with whoever I chose. Because it’s my life, you know?”

“I’m sorry she’s gone. I would have tried my best to make her like me.”

“That would’ve been a long, hard road,” Slay said. “And I wouldn’t have made you walk it. I learned that much from failing Pru.” Sighing, he added, “We can go now.”

Exiting the memorial, Ro raised her hand to the light. The ring he’d given her was silver with gemstones embedded in the band, alternating blue and transparent. She thought they might be sapphires and diamonds; she’d been dressed in all manner of finery when they prepared her for sessions with—no, I won’t think of him.

Never again.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered. “But I don’t have anything for you.”

“There’s you, my love. You’re all I will ever want or need.” The pause stretched as she gazed into his eyes, adoring him so much it hurt. Then he added with a ridiculous grin, “That, and the odd grilled sausage.”

She laughed until tears ran down her cheeks. “I can’t with you. Were you starved as a child or something?”

“No, but food jokes always make you laugh, and your smile is fucking magical, Ro. Your laugh is like windchimes.”

Ro drew in a shaky breath. “And you’re being adorable again.”

“I can’t seem to help it. Thanks, by the way.”

“For what?” she asked.

“Everything. I’m a better person because of you. But specifically, I meant for what you said to Eamon. One day, I hope to see him out here painting in the sun.”

“Me too.”

Slay came up behind her as she watched the kids chasing each other. It was adorable when an older boy shifted unexpected, a gangly young lynx chasing the smaller children around.

“This is what we fought for.” Slay wrapped his arms around her and rested his chin on her shoulder.

“Do you think it will ever be like this in Golgerra?”

“It’ll take time, but yes. Chantisse is the right person for the job. Her plans for educational reform are incredible.”

Smiling, she turned and hugged him tight. His smell, when she breathed him in, felt like home. He no longer carried the murky tang of the undercity; neither did she. Here in the light, it felt so good with the wind on her skin and laughter ringing out all around.

Ash Valley is beautiful. So was Hallowell. I want to see everything.

“Have you thought about where you’d like to live?” she asked.

“Not really. It took all my nerve to ask you to stay with me. Maybe you had higher expectations, but you’re my dream come true. Sometimes it feels like you’re my other half, and I didn’t even know I’d been split in two until I met you.” He hesitated with a rueful expression, his gaze on hers, gold and silver entwined. “Too much?”

“Unlike the unsexy food stuff, that came across exactly right. I feel the same way.”

Holding Ro always made Slay hot, and the weather got him there faster.

All Animari had heard of the mating frenzy, and it was kicking in. He couldn’t wait to get her naked. Damn, even her smell is driving me crazy.

I need this woman so much.

“We could use some privacy for the next stage. You good with that?” he asked.

Ro stretched up and kissed his chin. “Definitely. I have to be careful how much time I spend outside anyway.”

“We’ll get you some UV protection,” Slay said. “I’ll enjoy rubbing it all over you.”

“Okay, that’s an improvement on the seductive talk.”

He smirked. “See, I’m teachable.”

They stopped at the market for a few groceries, and he enjoyed the hell out of putting them away with Ro. She thought so much about where everything went, adjusted the angles of all the boxes and cans and lined all the perishables up like little soldiers in the fridge. He’d never tire of her adorable quirks.

“I was thinking of what we talked about earlier…” Slay appreciated the graceful stretch and the way her skirt rode up, giving him a glimpse of her thighs.

Fuck yes. Soon. But let’s finish this convo first.

“What was that?” Keeping his mind on her words might prove impossible, though.

“Where we want to live. Any suggestions?” she asked.

With a grin, Slay said, “Most of my ideas are filthy right now, but I’m trying to stay on topic. I can promise maybe two more minutes before I start taking clothes off.”

Hopefully, she’s up for it because I might die if I don’t have her.

Ro cast him a flirty look, though she didn’t take the bait. Yet. “One day, I’d like to settle in Hallowell. A mixed settlement would be best for both of us, and I want to go to school.”

“To study what?”

She lifted a shoulder in an eloquent shrug. “Everything. I’d eventually like to work with Chantisse to set up an educational exchange program for those who want to leave Golgerra but need some support. Kani and Nolen want to visit anyway…would you be willing to help?”

Slay answered, “I’m ready to do anything for you. Ford rivers, scale mountains. So something like that is an easy yes.”

“Not right away,” she added.

“It sounds like you want to do something else, first?”

Ro nodded, her eyes going smoky. Mating frenzy must be kicking in for her too. Better to get us in a more intimate position. Holding out a hand, he took hers and headed for the bedroom.

Ro snuggled into his side with a happy sigh. “Where was I?” she mumbled.

“Your dreams.”

She kissed the side of his neck, provoking him. “Right. I want to travel the world, Slay. My mother said she came from Kelnora, so that’s the first place I want to go.”

“You might have family there,” he suggested.

“I hope so. Either way, after we check into that, I’d like to keep going. I want to see the ocean. I want to sail on a ship. If we can manage it, I would like to see Ice Spire. There was a wolf from the tundra in the undercity with me for a while, and I’d like to carry word to his people. He told the most amazing stories…”

Slay couldn’t look away from the beautiful shine of her eyes. “Yeah? What else?”

“I’ve heard that only those with wings can visit the Aerie. We could buy a sturdy bag and I could carry you with me.” She shot him an impish grin.

He blinked, unable to believe he’d heard correctly. Of all things… “You want to put me in a sack and take me to the top of the world?”

“Would you let me?”

“Fuck yes,” he said without hesitation.

“Complete trust is so sexy,” Ro whispered, kissing him.

“And I’m done talking. Pants off.” He proved how fast a motivated jaguar could get naked, and soon he pulled Ro on top of him, after she came back to bed, gloriously limned in the light streaming through the window. Her skin was glorious, and her hair…

“Will you let me explore you again?” she whispered.

“I’m willing to let you put me in a sack. What do you think?”

“You still need to tell me yes,” Ro said softly. “Because I never want you to feel as I have, like you don’t have a choice.”

“You’re always my choice. But yeah, have at me. Please.”

“I’ll respect your inclination toward giving later,” she promised. “But right now, I want to make you feel cherished.”

“You always made me feel that way. From the very beginning.”

Slay swallowed a groan and tangled his fists in the sheets when she put her mouth on him. Liquid heat, gliding over his shoulders, down his chest. Ro teased his nipples with her tongue and licked lower, nuzzling his abs first, thighs next. He twisted, trying not to alarm her with his response but fuck his cock was hard and aching. Anything she chose to do to him would feel amazing.

Ro curled her fingers around his cock, giving a few tentative pulls, and he loved how she watched his face, reading his reaction to her touch.

“That’s so good. You’re driving me wild, love.”

“Wonder what you taste like…”

Without preamble she lowered her head and licked the head of his cock, swirling all around with her tongue. Since he was leaking, she must be able to taste him. Ro went back for more, teasing a little gush of precome from him. Usually he controlled himself better than this, but he hadn’t gotten off the day before.

Really, he wanted inside her, but whatever Ro craved, she’d get from him, even if he lost his mind in the process. She sucked on him next, and he worked his hips, trying to be careful.

“Ride me,” he begged. “If you’re not hot enough yet, I can—”

She cut him off with a salty-tasting kiss, and he sucked his own flavor from her tongue as she slid astride. This was his favorite position because it kept his weight off her and left control in her hands. She steadied his cock with one hand and sank down with gorgeous care.

Rising and falling on him, she was magnificent, hair spilling down her back in a silver wave, long enough to graze his thighs when she bore down, swiveling her hips on him. She rode him like she was made for it, her pussy so slick and tight that he had to move, no longer content to be taken. Slay fucked up into her, watching the sensations spark in her face. He caressed her thighs, her sides, loving the feel of her. Being inside her offered more than mere sex, a beauty born of becoming one with Ro.

The orgasm crept up on him. His abs tightened and then the feeling swelled. He’d never come first before, but he couldn’t hold it, not with her moving on him like a goddess. Moaning her name, he let go in hot pulses, spilling himself inside her so hard that his vision flickered.

“Fuck. I love you. Fuck,” he panted.

“We just did,” she teased.

“But you didn’t.”

She didn’t seem concerned. “Touch me a little. I’ll get there.”

Eager to please, he stroked and teased her clit and played with her pretty tits until she clenched on his still-hard cock and fell forward, the sound and smell of their wet sex deliciously potent to his acute senses.

“You’re so gifted at making me come,” she whispered. “I never knew sex could be so…pure. Or so good.”

“It’s because we’re meant to be together. Forever.”

“I’m holding you to that.”

“And I’m holding you to me,” he said.

Slay immediately pulled her into his arms, cradling her with the surety that he never had to let her go. You made me a better man, my love. They’d gone through hell together and come out on the other side, holding hands. As the days rolled on, the world would change in countless ways, but one thing never would. No matter what shape their lives took, Slay would adore this woman always.

Rowena soon-to-be Slater was his destiny and the other half of his heart, the queen he’d follow until the end of days.
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